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			“You’re engaged?”

			Tommy couldn’t help his shock. He felt gutted. She hadn’t been engaged the nights they’d spent together and that was only a couple of weeks ago, or had she? “Since when?”

			“It just happened,” Bella said, clearly avoiding his eyes.

			He shook his head, trying to make sense of this. If there’d been someone special in her life, she would have told him the weekend they were together, wouldn’t she? He thought they told each other everything. Or at least used to. “Who?”

			She cleared her throat before she spoke. He caught the slight tremor in her lips before she said, “Fitz.”

			He laughed and said, “That’s not even funny.” Of course she was joking. They’d grown up with Edwin Fitzgerald Mattson the Third. Or the turd, as they’d called him. Fitz had been two years older and the most obnoxious kid either of them had ever met.
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			CAST OF CHARACTERS

			Tommy Colt—The former rodeo cowboy is ready to tell his best friend, Bella, how he feels about her and that he’s staying in Lonesome to join his brother in the PI business. But she has shocking news for him.

			Bella Worthington—She could see a future with Tommy Colt...until her father’s youngest business partner makes her an offer she can’t refuse.

			Edwin Fitzgerald Mattson III (Fitz)—He’s always gotten whatever he wanted. Now he wants Bella—any way he can get her.

			Nolan Worthington—He was the first to admit that he’d made a series of mistakes that now has put not only himself but his daughter in jeopardy.

			James Colt—The PI is delighted to have his brother join the detective business their father started and didn’t get to finish. But now Tommy needs his help to find out why the love of his life is about to marry the wrong man.

			Edwin Fitzgerald Mattson II—He wishes he could help Bella, but unfortunately he has his own problems.

			Ronan and Milo—The two thugs were hired to make sure that the wedding goes off without any trouble from Tommy Colt.

			Roberto—The cook loves making special meals for Bella...even if it means upsetting the man who hired him.
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			Chapter One

			Bella Worthington took a breath and, opening her eyes, finally faced her reflection in the full-length mirror. The wedding dress fit perfectly—just as he’d said it would. While accentuating her curves, the neckline was modest, the drape flattering. As much as she hated to admit it, Fitz had good taste.

			The sapphire-and-diamond necklace he’d given her last night gleamed at her throat, bringing out the blue-green of her eyes—also like he’d said it would. He’d thought of everything—right down to the huge pear-shaped diamond engagement ring on her finger. All of it would be sold off before the ink dried on the marriage license—if she let it go that far.

			As she studied her reflection though she realized this was exactly as he’d planned it. She looked the beautiful bride on her wedding day. No one would be the wiser.

			She could hear music and the murmur of voices downstairs. He’d invited the whole town of Lonesome, Montana. She’d watched from the upstairs window as the guests had arrived earlier. He’d wanted an audience for this and now he would have one.

			The knock at the door startled her, even though she’d been expecting it. “It’s time,” said a male voice on the other side. One of Fitz’s hired bodyguards, Ronan, was waiting. He would be carrying a weapon under his suit. Security, she’d been told, to keep her safe. A lie.

			She listened as Ronan unlocked her door and waited outside, his boss not taking any chances. He had made sure there was no possibility of escape short of shackling her to her bed. Fitz was determined that she find no way out of this. It didn’t appear that she had.

			In a few moments, she would be escorted downstairs to where her maid of honor and bridesmaids were waiting—all hand-chosen by her groom. If they’d questioned why they were down there and she was up here, they hadn’t asked. He wasn’t the kind of man women questioned. At least not more than once.

			For another moment, Bella stared at the stranger in the mirror. She didn’t have to wonder how she’d gotten to this point in her life. Unfortunately, she knew too well. She’d just never thought Fitz would go this far. Her mistake. He, however, had no idea how far she was willing to go to make sure the wedding never happened.

			Taking a breath, she picked up her bouquet from her favorite local flower shop. The bouquet had been a special order delivered earlier. Her hand barely trembled as she lifted the blossoms to her nose for a moment, taking in the sweet scent of the tiny white roses—also his choice. Carefully, she separated the tiny buds afraid it wouldn’t be there.

			It took her a few moments to find the long slim silver blade hidden among the roses and stems. The blade was sharp, and lethal if used correctly. She knew exactly how to use it. She slid it back into the bouquet out of sight. He wouldn’t think to check it. She hoped. He’d anticipated her every move and attacked with one of his own. Did she really think he wouldn’t be ready for anything?

			Making sure the door was still closed, she checked her garter. What she’d tucked under it was still there, safe, at least for the moment.

			Another knock at the door. Fitz would be getting impatient and no one wanted that. “Everyone’s waiting,” Ronan said, tension in his tone. If this didn’t go as meticulously planned there would be hell to pay from his boss. Something else they all knew.

			She stepped to the door and opened it, lifting her chin and straightening her spine. Ronan’s eyes swept over her with a lusty gaze, but he stepped back as if not all that sure of her. Clearly he’d been warned to be wary of her. Probably just as she’d been warned what would happen if she refused to come down—or worse, made a scene in front of the guests.

			At the bottom of the stairs, the room opened and she saw Fitz waiting for her with the person he’d hired to officiate.

			He was so confident that he’d backed her into a corner with no way out. He’d always underestimated her. Today would be no different. But he didn’t know her as well as he thought. He’d held her prisoner, threatened her, forced her into this dress and this ruse.

			But that didn’t mean she was going to marry him.

			She would kill him first.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			Three weeks earlier

			Bella smiled to herself. She’d just enjoyed the best long weekend of her life. Now sitting in a coffee shop with her closest friend, Whitney Burgess, she blurted out the words she hadn’t even let herself voice before this moment.

			“I’m in love.”

			Whitney blinked. They’d just been talking about Bella’s new online furnishings business she’d started. “You’re in love?” her friend repeated. “With the new line?”

			Bella shook her head. “With a man. The man I want to spend the rest of my life with.” This was a first so Bella was sure it came as a surprise.

			“Love? Marriage?” Whitney laughed. “Seriously? Anyone I know?”

			“Maybe. I just spent a long weekend with him in that luxurious hotel downtown. It was amazing.”

			Her friend shook her head. “And you aren’t going to tell me his name?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Well, at least tell me about your weekend,” Whitney said, dropping her voice and leaning closer. “Don’t leave out a thing.”

			“We watched old Westerns, made popcorn, ate ice cream, ordered the most wonderful breakfasts in the mornings and had hamburgers and fries at night.”

			“Wait, you skipped the best part,” her friend joked.

			“We didn’t even kiss.” Bella laughed. “It was the most fun I’ve had on a date in forever.”

			Whitney sat back. “Sorry, you didn’t even kiss? So you didn’t...for a whole long weekend together?” she asked incredulously.

			Bella shook her head. “It was perfect.”

			“Not my idea of the perfect date, but clearly it has you glowing. Come on, who is this amazing man?”

			Bella hesitated. “Tommy Colt.”

			“That wild boy your father ran off the ranch with a shotgun when you two were teenagers?” her friend asked in surprise.

			Laughing, Bella nodded. “I think I’ve been in love with Tommy for years, but I never admitted it, even to myself, until now. We were inseparable from about the time we were five, always sneaking away to see each other. Our ranches are adjacent so it was just a matter of cutting through the woods.” She smiled at the memories. “We built a tree house together at ten. That’s about the same time we became blood brothers, so to speak.” She held out her finger and touched the tiny scar.

			Whitney was shaking her head. “You’re really serious?”

			“I am. It feels right,” she said. “I wanted to wait before I said anything.”

			“Wait. He doesn’t know how you feel about him?”

			“Not yet,” Bella admitted. “But I think he might suspect. Maybe.”

			Her friend laughed again. “Why didn’t you tell him?”

			“I’m waiting for the right time, but I will soon. My dad called. I have to go back to Lonesome. I told Tommy that if he was around...”

			Whitney was shaking her head again. “You amaze me. When it comes to business, you don’t hesitate. But when it comes to love...”

			“I’m cautious.”

			“No,” her friend said. “You’re scared. And truthfully, I didn’t think anything scared you. Are you worried he doesn’t feel the same?”

			“Maybe.”

			“Tell him! He’s a rodeo cowboy, right?”

			“He’s on the circuit right now. I think he has a ride in Texas coming up.”

			“You could meet him there, surprise him,” Whitney suggested, clearly getting into this.

			“I could.” Bella smiled, the idea appealing to her. “I definitely could.” Her smile faded. “But first I have to go to the ranch and see what my father wants.” She didn’t add that there had been something in his tone that worried her. She just hoped this wasn’t another ploy to try to get her to join his business partnership. She didn’t trust his other two partners, Edwin Fitzgerald Mattson senior and his son, Fitz.

			“I am going to tell Tommy how I feel about him,” she said, the decision made. “I’m glad we got together today. I think I’ll surprise him in Austin.” She just hoped he felt the same way about her.

			

			TOMMY COULDN’T BELIEVE he was home in Lonesome—and for good.

			“Okay, Davey and Willie are gone,” his brother James said after the others had cleared out. The four brothers had gotten together for the weekend, but now Davey and Willie were headed back to the rodeo circuit, leaving Tommy and James alone.

			“Why are you really here, Tommy?”

			They were in the upstairs office of Colt Investigations, what would soon be Colt Brothers Investigations, if Tommy had his way.

			Before answering, he walked to the second-story window and looked out on the small Western town of Lonesome, Montana. It was surrounded by pines and mountains and a river to the east. He’d grown up here but had been gone for years on the rodeo circuit.

			“I told you. I’m done with the rodeo and living my life on the road. I want to join you in our father’s private eye business and stick around here.”

			“What’s her name?”

			Tommy laughed and turned to smile at his older brother. “So like you to think it has something to do with a woman. Speaking of women, how is Lorelei?” Lori, as they all called her, was his brother’s fiancée. They were in the process of having a home built for them on the Colt Ranch.

			“Lori’s fine. Don’t try to change the subject.” James leaned back in the old high-backed leather chair behind the marred oak desk. Four years ago it would have been their father sitting there. James looked enough like Del that it still gave Tommy a start. They all had the thick dark hair, the same classic good looks and a dark sense of humor. They all had loved rodeo for as long as they could remember.

			Thinking of their father, Tommy felt the loss heart deep. They’d lost their father way too soon. Worse, none of them believed Del’s death had been an accident. Tommy had known that coming back here would be painful.

			“I want to be part of the business,” he said. “I can do this. I know I can.”

			“You don’t know anything about being a private investigator.”

			“Neither did you,” Tommy said. Everything about this room reminded him of their father and the Colt legacy. “But look at you now. A major cold case solved and business picking up.”

			James shook his head. “I never thought you’d ever quit the rodeo. Not you.”

			He could feel his brother’s gaze on him as he moved around the room. “I used to dream of following in our ancestors’ footsteps,” Tommy admitted as he studied an old Hollywood poster featuring his great-grandfather Ransom Del Colt. Ransom had been a famous movie star back in the forties and early fifties when Westerns had been so popular.

			Their grandfather, RD Colt Jr., had followed in Ransom’s footprints for a while before starting his own Wild West show. RD had traveled the world ropin’ and ridin’. Tommy and his brothers had grown up on the stories.

			He could see himself in their faces as well as his father’s and his brothers’. They shared more than looks. They were all most comfortable on the back of a horse—even when it was bucking.

			“So what happened?” James asked.

			Tommy shook his head. “Recently rodeoing just didn’t have that hold on me anymore.”

			“Uh-huh,” his brother said. “You going to tell me about her or not?”

			He smiled and continued around the room, looking at all the photographs and posters. The Colts had a rich cowboy history, one to be proud of, his father always told them. And yet their father, Del Colt, had broken the mold. After being a rodeo cowboy, he’d had to quit when he got injured badly.

			Del, who’d loved Westerns and mystery movies, had gotten his PI license and opened Colt Investigations, while he’d encouraged them to follow their hearts. He’d taught his sons to ride a horse before they could walk. Their hearts had led them straight to the rodeo—just as it had Del and the Colt men before them.

			Tommy had thought that he would never stop living and breathing rodeo. That love had been in his soul as well as his genes. But he didn’t need to get hurt like his father and brother to quit as it turned out. He was home—following his heart.

			He was the third-oldest behind Willy and James, and like his brothers he had enjoyed life on the road and made enough money to put quite a bit away. But for a while now he’d been feeling the need to grow roots. It had made him restless. When James had taken over their father’s business back here in Lonesome, Tommy had felt the pull.

			But that wasn’t what had made the decision for him, James was right about that. He turned to face his brother. “Did you hear that Bella is back?”

			James swore. “I thought you’d lost your nerve bronc riding in the rodeo,” he joked. “Instead, you’ve lost your mind. Not Bella Worthington?”

			“Afraid so,” Tommy said. “She and I ran into each other in Denver a couple of weeks ago.”

			James opened the bottom drawer of the desk and pulled out what was left of the bottle of blackberry brandy and two paper cups. “If this conversation about Bella is going the way I suspect it is, then we better finish this bottle.” He poured. Tommy took his full paper cup, stared at it a moment before he downed it.

			His brother laughed. “So maybe you do realize that what you’re thinking is beyond crazy. Do I have to remind you who her father is? Not a fan of yours or the rest of us, for that matter. I’m sure he has aspirations of her marrying some biz-whiz with big bucks.”

			“It’s not up to him,” Tommy said as he smiled and traced the scar on his right temple. The scar was from when they were kids and he’d made the mistake of suggesting that Bella, being a girl, shouldn’t try to cross the creek on a slippery log. She’d picked up a rock and nailed him, then she’d crossed the creek on the log. He smiled remembering that he’d been the one to slip off the dang log. Bella had come into the water to save him, though. It was what best friends did, she’d told him.

			“The woman can be a firecracker,” Tommy agreed. “Maybe that’s why I’ve never gotten over her.”

			James shook his head. “What are you going to do? I suspect you won’t get within a mile of the Worthington ranch before the shotgun comes out if her father is around.” He shook his head and downed his brandy.

			As he refilled the cups, his brother asked, “How’d this happen? You wake up one day and say, ‘Hey, I haven’t been kicked in the head by a bucking horse enough lately. I think I’ll go home and see if Bella wants to marry me’?”

			Tommy shrugged. “Something like that. I can’t explain it. I guess I did wake up one day with this feeling.” He met his brother’s gaze. “I think it’s meant to be. Running into her again in Denver, I suddenly knew what I wanted—what I’ve always wanted.”

			James studied him for a moment. “I just have one question. When she sends you hightailing it, are you planning to tuck your tail between your legs and leave Lonesome and Colt Investigations?”

			“Nope,” he said. “I’m serious about going into the business with you.” He glanced around. “The way I see it, you need me maybe even worse than she does.”

			His brother laughed. “You’re serious about the job—and Bella?”

			“Dead serious,” he said.

			James shook his head. “Dangerous business going after Lady Worthington. That is one strong, determined woman.”

			Tommy grinned. “That’s what I love about her. I can’t seem to quit thinking about her. I think it’s a sign.”

			“It’s a sign all right,” James mumbled under this breath, but he smiled and raised his cup. “Fine. You start work in the morning.”

			Tommy looked down at the paper cup full of blackberry brandy in his hand. But this time he took his time drinking it. Tomorrow, he would learn as much as James could teach him, start an online class and apply for his private investigator’s license. He hadn’t seen Bella yet, but he wanted to accomplish something before he did.

			When he went out to the Worthington ranch to see her, come hell or high water, he planned to ask her to marry him. He had the ring in his pocket. As terrified as he was, he was doing this.

			

			BELLA COULDN’T HELP being worried as she drove out to the ranch. She’d heard something in her father’s tone when he’d called her in Denver and asked her to come see him at the ranch. There’d been an urgency that surprised—and concerned—her.

			Maybe this wasn’t about trying to get her to go into business with him. He often made her feel guilty for striking out on her own, but he knew why she’d declined. She didn’t like his other partners, Edwin Fitzgerald Mattson and his son, Fitz. As generous as her father’s offer had been, she’d also wanted to start her own business.

			Her father had started his from the ground up. She thought he should understand why she wanted to succeed on her own. But the more she thought about it, she wondered if this visit would be about something different entirely.

			“I need you to come home,” her father had said.

			She hadn’t been back to Lonesome River Ranch in months because of her business. When he’d called, she’d given legitimate excuses as to why she couldn’t come home right now.

			“Bella.” His voice had broken. “I have to see you. If you’d prefer that I come to you—”

			“Are you sick?” she’d asked, suddenly frightened. Was it possible he was worse than sick? It seemed inconceivable. Her larger-than-life father never even got a cold.

			“No. It’s not that. I have to see you. I wouldn’t ask, but...” His voice had broken. “I’m sorry.”

			“I’ll come right away,” she said and then hesitated before asking, “Are you there alone?”

			“Except for the staff,” he said, sounding both annoyed and resigned. He knew that if Edwin and Fitz were there she would refuse. The last Christmas she’d spent at the ranch had been so miserable because of the two Mattsons, she’d told her father that there would be no encore.

			Parking, she got out of her vehicle in front of the ranch house and took a deep breath. The Montana summer air was ripe with the smell of pines and river. She’d missed this, another reason she was ready to make some changes.

			As she started up the steps to the wide front porch that overlooked the river, her father stepped out and she felt a jolt of shock. He’d aged. While still a large, imposing man, Nolan Worthington appeared beat down, something she’d never seen before. She was instantly taken aback. He had to be sick. Her heart fell.

			He quickly ushered her into the house, going straight to his den. This had always been his favorite room in the ranch house with its leather furniture, huge oak desk and small rock fireplace.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked, her pulse thundering with fear.

			Tears filled his eyes. “I’ve been a fool,” he said and broke down. “I’m in terrible trouble and the worst part is...” He looked up at her. “I’m afraid that I’ve dragged you into it.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			Present Day

			Tommy Colt woke to sunshine—and as usual, a good strong jolt of reality. For days now, he’d been learning the investigations business from the ground up. And each morning, he’d awakened with a shock.

			He’d come back to Lonesome, Montana, for a woman. A woman who had no idea how he felt and might not feel the same way. Not only had he blindly returned home for love, but he’d also quit the first and, for a long time, only love of his life. The rodeo.

			Because of that, he’d thrown himself into a new job with his brother as a private detective for Colt Investigations. The two of them were following in their father’s footsteps, both knowing the job had gotten Del killed.

			In the light of day each morning, the whole thing seemed pretty risky on his part. But his brother James, as Jimmy D was going by now, had already solved his first case, gotten his PI license and was making money at it. Tommy had jumped in feetfirst with no training.

			But then James had learned on the job when he’d decided to take over their late father’s agency, he reminded himself. Clients were now pouring in.

			Maybe more like trickling in, but enough so that his brother could use the help. Tommy told himself that he wanted to prove he could do this before he went out to the Lonesome River Ranch and told Bella how he felt about her. He was planning to go out to her family ranch as soon as he got settled in. He wanted to make sure he had a job and a place to live first before he asked her out on a real date, told her how he felt about her and asked her to marry him.

			He had to have some experience under his belt before he told her what he’d done, quitting the job he’d had and taking on one he currently didn’t know for beans. All he knew was that she’d returned to Lonesome to her family ranch—after that amazing long weekend in Denver with him. It had been platonic. That was another crazy part of this.

			Tommy was planning to ask a woman he’d never even dated to marry him. What was the worst that could happen? She could say no.

			James had agreed that him learning more of the business before going to see Bella was a good plan.

			“I’d like to get some work out of you before you go out there and her old man shoots you,” James had said. “I doubt his feelings about you have changed.”

			Tommy doubted it, too. Nolan Worthington had his own aspirations for his daughter. None of those aspirations included one of the wild Colt brothers.

			Since moving home, he’d found a place to live in a cabin down by the river that he could rent cheap for a while. He’d saved most of the money he’d made rodeoing. But to say his life was up in the air right now was putting it mildly.

			Forcing himself out of bed, he showered and changed for work. It was an alien feeling. Could he really do a nine-to-five job?

			“More manuals?” Tommy asked as he came through the door of the office later that morning. This was the most studying he’d done since college when he’d also been on the rodeo team. He figured James would start him out doing something like filing once he finished with his studies.

			“I have a skip for you,” James said now, shoving a sheet of paper across the desk at him without looking up.

			Tommy couldn’t help being surprised. “A real job?”

			“What were you expecting, a soft, cushy desk job?” James laughed. “It’s an easy one, Ezekiel Murray.”

			“Wait, Zeke?”

			“I would imagine you’ll find him downtown at the Lariat.”

			The Lariat bar was one of three bars in Lonesome. Like a lot of Montana towns there were more bars than churches, more pickups than cars, more Stetsons than baseball caps.

			Tom checked the time as he picked up the paper, folded it and stuffed it into pocket. 8:45 a.m. If Zeke were already at the bar, it would mean one of two things—he’d been there all night, or he was starting earlier than usual. Either was trouble.

			“Is this like my initiation? Bringing in Zeke?” Tom asked half-jokingly.

			“I hear that he’s mellowed,” his brother said, still without looking up from his desk.

			Tom laughed doubtfully. Even Zeke mellowed would be wilder than probably any bronc he’d tried to ride.

			James looked up. “If you can’t handle it...”

			In the Colt family, those words were tossed out as a challenge at best. At worse, foreplay for a fistfight.

			“I’m on it,” Tom said as he headed for the door. This was definitely a test—just not one he’d expected. But there was no turning it down.

			Colt Investigations was housed in an old two-story building along the main drag. Their father, Del, had bought the building, rented out the ground floor and used the upstairs apartment as an office.

			But James was currently working on moving the office to the ground floor now that Tom was joining the business. The upstairs would remain an apartment where James was living while his house was being built on the old Colt Ranch outside of town. He and Lori, who owned the sandwich shop next door to Colt Investigations, would be getting married on the Fourth of July weekend.

			“What did Zeke do this time?” Tommy asked, stopping just inside the office door before leaving.

			“Drunk and disorderly, destruction of property, resisting arrest. The usual. His mother put up the bail. He missed his court hearing yesterday.”

			“Great,” Tom said. “So all I have to do is walk him over to the jail.”

			James chuckled as he looked up from what he’d been working on. “Easy peasy for a guy like you.”

			Tommy grinned, nodding. “I knew you were jealous of how much bigger, stronger and tougher I am than you. Better looking, too.”

			“Yep, that’s it,” his brother joked. “The longer you stand here giving me a hard time, the drunker Zeke will be. Just a thought.”

			“Uh-huh.” He put on his Stetson and strode on out the door.

			It was only a little over a block to the Lariat. The town was still quiet this time of the morning. Not that there was much going on even later. Lonesome was like so many other Montana towns. Its population had dropped over time, but was now growing again as more people left the big cities for a simpler lifestyle. That was Lonesome. Simple.

			He pushed open the door and was hit with the familiar smell of stale beer and floor cleaner. In the dim light, Tommy thought that this could have been any bar, anywhere in Montana. There were mounts of deer, elk, antelope and rainbow trout on the knotty-pine walls. The back bar was a warbled mirror with glowing bottles of hard liquor under canned lights.

			At the end of a long scarred wooden bar sat Ezekiel Murray. His massive body teetered on a stool, body slumped forward, his huge paws wrapped around a pint of draft beer that he had just dropped a shot glass of whiskey into—shot glass and all. The whiskey was just starting to turn the beer a warm brown. Tommy would bet it wasn’t his first boilermaker and would win.

			In Lonesome, Zeke was known as a gentle giant—until he got a few shots in him. Tommy tried to gauge how far gone Zeke was as he approached the man.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			Other than Zeke, the bar was empty except for the bartender, who was busy restocking. A newsman droned on the small television over the bar, with neither man paying any attention.

			“Hey Zeke,” Tommy said as he joined him.

			A pair of unfocused brown eyes took him in for a moment before the man frowned. “Which one are you?”

			The thing about the four Colt brothers...they all resembled each other to the point that often people didn’t bother with their first names. They all had the same thick head of dark hair that usually needed cutting and blue eyes that ranged from faded denim to sky blue depending on their moods.

			They were all pretty much built alike as well and all liked to think that they were the most handsome of the bunch. Close in age, they’d spent years confusing their teachers. They were simply known around the county as those wild Colt boys.

			Having been gone on the rodeo circuit now for so long, Tommy wasn’t surprised that Zeke might not remember him.

			“I’m Tommy Colt.”

			Zeke nodded, already bored by the conversation, and lifted his glass to his lips.

			“I need you to take a walk with me,” Tommy said standing next to Zeke’s stool.

			The big man looked over at him before the drink reached his lips.

			“Your mother... She posted your bail.”

			“I don’t want any trouble in here,” the bartender called from a safe distance.

			“Won’t be any trouble,” Tommy assured him. “Zeke doesn’t want his mother upset. Do you, Zeke.”

			He wagged his big head and started to put down his drink, but then thought better of it and downed the whole thing. The shot glass that had been floating in the beer clinked against the man’s teeth and rattled around the beer glass as he slurped up every drop of the booze before setting it down with a loud burp.

			Okay, this probably wasn’t going to go easy peasy at all, Tommy thought as Zeke got to his feet. Even at six foot four, Tommy had to look up at Zeke. And while in good shape from years of trying to ride the wildest bucking horses available, he knew he was no match for the big man.

			Zeke pulled a few bills from his pocket, slapped them down on the bar and turned to Tommy. “Ready when you are.”

			They left the bar as the sun crested the mountains to the east. It was a beautiful summer day filled with the scent of pine from the nearby forest and that rare smell of water, sunshine and warm earth that he loved. There was nothing like a Montana summer.

			Tommy couldn’t believe his luck. Was it really going to be this easy? The courthouse was kitty-corner from the bar. Tommy was tempted to jaywalk, but Zeke was insistent that they walk up to the light and cross legally.

			Lonesome had begun to wake up, a few cars driving past. Several honked, a couple of people waved. Tommy could just imagine what he and Zeke looked like, the gentle giant looming over the cowboy walking next to him.

			The light changed. They were about to cross the street when Zeke seemed to realize where they were headed. “I thought we were going to see my ma?”

			“But first we need to stop by the courthouse.” The jail was right next door. Once inside, Zeke would be the deputy’s problem.

			“This about what I did the other night?”

			“I suspect so,” Tommy told him. “But once you go before the judge—”

			Zeke turned so quickly Tom never saw the huge fist until it struck him in the face. He stumbled back, crashed into the front of the electronics store and sat down hard on the pavement. He could feel his right eye beginning to swell. Blinking, he looked up at Zeke.

			“You realize I’m going to come after you again if you don’t go peacefully with me now. Next time I’ll bring a stun gun. If that isn’t enough, the next time I’ll bring a .45. I’m working with my brother James at Colt Investigations now and my first job was to bring you in. So, sorry, Zeke, but I gotta do it.”

			“I didn’t say I wasn’t going,” Zeke said. “But I have to at least put up a fight. How would it look if I just let you take me in?” With that the man turned and walked on the crosswalk toward the courthouse.

			Tommy got to his feet, only then starting to feel the pain. This was worse than getting thrown off a bucking bronco. He hurried after the man.

			Once Zeke was in custody, Tommy headed back toward the office. He’d taken a ribbing from the deputies, but growing up with three brothers, he was used to abuse. He’d known this job wouldn’t be easy, but so far it wasn’t making him glad he quit the rodeo.

			Worse, he could well imagine what James was going to say when he saw him. Gentle giant my ass, Tommy was thinking as he looked up and saw her. Bella Worthington.

			She’d just come out of the bank and was starting to put on her sunglasses. She was crying.

			“Bella?”

			She hurriedly wiped the tears on her cheeks and lifted her chin, defiance in her gaze, before covering those amazing more-green-than-blue-today eyes with the sunglasses. He’d known her since they were kids playing in the woods together since their family properties were adjacent to each other.

			Bella had been defiant even at a young age. Her father had forbidden her from playing with any of the Colt boys, but she’d always snuck out to meet him at the tree house they’d built together. They’d been best friends. The kind of friends that would let the other take a splinter from a finger with a pocketknife. The kind that would fight the town’s worst bully even knowing the linebacker was going to kick your behind bad. The kind of friend the other would lie to protect.

			“You all right?” he asked, thinking of the last time he’d seen her—just weeks ago. She’d been laughing, her head tilted back, the look in those eyes warm with emotion. They’d spent a few days and nights together, curled up on the couch in her suite at the hotel and watching old movies until they both fell asleep. They’d ordered room service breakfast and drank champagne promising that they would do it again soon.

			He thought about the sweet scent of her, the way her long dark hair shone like a raven’s wing, floating around her shoulders as she moved. He thought of the way she threw back her head when she laughed, exposing the tender pale flesh of her throat. And that laugh... He smiled to himself. But it was her voice he heard at night when he closed his eyes. A conspiratorial whisper next to his ear.

			He and Bella had always been best as a team. Best friends for life, he thought, touching the tiny scar on his finger that they’d cut with their pocketknives to take their blood oath. It was as if they’d both always known how it would end, the two of them falling in love and getting married. Together forever.

			Or at least that was what he’d thought, especially after their weekend in Denver. While they’d spent the time only as friends, he’d seen the promise in her eyes when she’d given him her cell phone number. “Call me. I’ve missed you, Tommy.” She’d hesitated. “If you’re going to be in Lonesome...”

			He’d been surprised that she was going to the ranch and said as much. “Dad” was all she’d said with a shrug, as if it explained everything since he knew Nolan Worthington only too well. It would have something to do with business. He was always trying to get her to join him in the partnership he had with the Mattsons.

			“Maybe I’ll see you there,” he had said, not realizing that within the next few weeks he would completely change his life for a woman he hadn’t even kissed yet.

			“I’m fine,” Bella said now, looking embarrassed and not all that glad to see him. Even as she said it, she shook her head, denying the words out of her mouth. As her hand went to her cheek to snatch away the last fallen tear, he saw the ring and felt his eyes widen, the right one widening in pain.

			“You’re engaged?” He couldn’t help his shock. He felt gutted. She hadn’t been engaged the nights they’d spent together and that was only a couple of weeks ago, or had she? “Since when?”

			“It just happened,” she said, clearly avoiding his eyes.

			He shook his head, trying to make sense of this. If there’d been someone special in her life, she would have told him the weekend they were together, wouldn’t she? He thought they told each other everything. Or at least used to. “Who?”

			She cleared her throat before she spoke. He caught the slight tremor in her lips before she said, “Fitz.”

			He laughed and said, “That’s not even funny.” Of course she was joking. They’d grown up with Edwin Fitzgerald Mattson the Third. Or the turd, as they’d called him. Fitz had been two years older and the most obnoxious kid either of them had ever met. His father was the same way. Edwin Fitzgerald senior was Bella’s father’s business partner along with his son.

			Because of the business arrangement, both Fitz and his father often came to the Worthington ranch. Whenever they did, Bella’s father always insisted that she spend time with Fitz. But he cheated at games, threw a tantrum when he lost and told lies to get Bella into trouble if she didn’t let him get his way.

			Often when she knew Fitz and his father were coming to the ranch, she and Tommy would take off into the woods. They could easily outsmart Fitz as well as outrun him. Spoiled rotten, Fitz loved nothing better than making the two of them miserable. Bella had always despised Fitz, who Tommy had heard hadn’t changed in adulthood.

			He stared at her. “You wouldn’t marry Fitz.”

			Anger flashed in her gaze. “Why not?”

			“Because he’s a jerk. Because you can’t stand him. Because you can do a hell of a lot better.”

			“What? With someone like you?” She raised an eyebrow. “Run into a doorknob, Tommy?” she asked, indicating his right eye, which was almost swollen shut now.

			“Zeke punched me, so it could be worse. Don’t try to change the subject. Were you engaged when we met up in Denver?” She shook her head. “So you got engaged in the past week or so?”

			She pushed her sunglasses up onto her long, dark hair and stared at him. “I don’t want to talk about this with you, all right?” Instead of anger, he saw the shine of tears.

			“Why would you agree to marry him?”

			“Maybe he was the only one who asked,” she snapped.

			Tommy shook his head. “Come on, you aren’t that desperate to get married or you would have asked me.”

			She bit her lower lip and looked away. He saw her swallow. “And what would you have said?”

			“Hell yes. But that’s only if you had gotten down on one knee,” he added in an attempt to get things between them back like they had been not all that long ago.

			Bella shook her head. “What are you doing in Lonesome? Don’t you have a ride down in Texas?”

			He glanced down at his boots and sighed. This certainly wasn’t going the way he’d seen it in his dreams. “After we saw each other again in Denver, I came home.” He met her gaze. “You said you were going to be here. I left the rodeo circuit.”

			“Why would you do that?” she asked, her voice breaking. She knew he’d loved being part of the family legacy. He’d been on the back of a horse from the time his father set him in a saddle while he was still in diapers and told him to hang on.

			He’d grown up looking at the old Hollywood poster of his great grandfather Ransom Del Colt, the Hollywood cowboy star; his grandfather, RD Colt Jr with his Wild West show; his own father, Del Colt. Rodeo was in his blood and if anyone knew how hard it was for him to give up, it would be Bella.

			He met her gaze. “Maybe after I saw you in Denver, I wanted more.”

			She looked away and he could see that she was fighting tears again. “You’re a fool. So now you’re jobless?”

			Her words felt like the flick of a whip and smarted just as much. “I’m working with James at the detective agency. The eye? I brought Zeke in after he skipped out on his bond. I’ve applied for my PI license. I’m staying in Lonesome.”

			She let out a mirthless laugh. “Great job. Bucking horses trying to kill you wasn’t enough? Now you’re going into the detective business? Look where it got your father.”

			He let out a low curse of disbelief. She knew how much he’d idolized his dad, who’d started Colt Investigations after his injury. Del had never made a lot of money but he’d helped a whole lot of people.

			“I can’t believe you would really go there, Bella, especially after all these years of being contemptuous of your father using money to control you.”

			“I’m supposed to be happy about you going into a business that got your father killed?” she snapped, sounding close to crying. “But it’s your life.”

			“Right, and you’re marrying Fitz, so what do you care?” Her chin rose in defiance. “What exactly is he offering you?”

			“You wouldn’t understand,” she said and shifted on her feet as she slid the sunglasses back over her eyes and looked down the street away from him.

			“Looking for your fiancé?” he asked. “I suspect Fitz wouldn’t want you anywhere near me.”

			“You’re right, Tommy. The best thing is for you to stay away from me.” Her voice broke and he saw her throat work as if she’d wished she’d swallowed her words rather than let them fly out like she had.

			“Wow, the difference a couple of weeks can make,” he said as he took a step back. “I sure misread that weekend with you. Maybe a whole lifetime spent together. Guess I didn’t know you as well as I thought. I take it back. Fitz is perfect for you.” He started to turn away.

			“Tommy?”

			He heard the tearful plea, felt her fingers brush his sleeve and he stopped to look back at her. What he saw in her expression nearly dropped him to his knees. Just then he saw Fitz appear behind her, all decked out in a three-piece suit that probably cost more than Tommy’s horse. The man didn’t look happy to see him talking to Bella, but Fitz’s displeasure was nothing compared to Tommy’s.

			“Good luck,” he said to Bella and turned away before he put his fist in Fitz’s face. He felt shock and disappointment and an unbearable sense of loss as he walked away. He and Bella had had something special. He was sure of that. Why would she agree to marry Fitz? It was inconceivable, especially after the two of them had been together just like the old days merely weeks ago. It wasn’t possible that in that period of time she’d gotten engaged. And yet he’d seen the large diamond on her finger. He’d heard the words come out of her mouth.

			So why was he still unable to believe it?

			He slowed his steps. He kept thinking about the last look that Bella had given him in Denver. Could the woman change her mind that quickly? Especially a woman he’d known all his life. He thought of the hours they’d spent in their tree house. They’d shared their secrets, they’d shared their desires, they’d even shared their blood with their prized pocketknives. He thought of the two of them together in Denver. That lifetime connection was still there—only stronger.

			He stopped and looked back. Fitz put his arm around Bella, but she pulled away only to have him grab her hand and jerk her roughly back toward him. Lovers’ quarrel? Or something else?

			He caught a glimpse of Bella’s face. Something was wrong. He knew this woman. She wasn’t acting like a woman in love.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			Bella was still shaken when she reached her car after seeing Tommy—only to be accosted by her so-called fiancé. Fitz. She hated everything about him. The way he brushed back his blond hair with that arrogant shake of his head. She really hated that smug expression that marred an otherwise handsome face. He was strong and fit. No doubt he had a trainer who kept him that way. But he wasn’t agile. Even as a kid, he couldn’t climb a tree or jump a ditch or run fast enough to catch her.

			He’d always been a bully and that hadn’t changed. She shoved away that image of the pudgy Edwin Fitzgerald Mattson. The man she was dealing with now was much more formidable.

			Looks were everything to Fitz. Like his car, his fancy condo in the city, his gold jewelry he seemed so fond of. She’d caught the glint of a few inches of gold chain at his neck. It must have been new because he kept reaching up to touch it as if to make sure it was still there.

			But it was that self-satisfied look on his face that had made her want to attack him on the street, her hatred of him growing by the hour. The problem was she didn’t know how she was ever going to beat him at his own game. He had her neck in a half nelson and wasn’t about to let go until he got what he wanted.

			She warned herself that she had to keep her cool and pretend she was going through with this ridiculous wedding that Fitz was planning. He had invited everyone in the county. He was so sure that there was nothing she could do to get out of it.

			The only way she could keep from losing her mind was by telling herself she was merely stalling for time. She would get this sorted out. She would see that her father’s name was cleared so Fitz could no longer blackmail her—or die trying.

			Just the thought of Fitz made her stomach roil. Worse was the thought of Tommy Colt because that made her want to sit down and bawl her eyes out. He was right. She was in love with him. She’d been from as far back as she could remember. He’d been her bestie. He’d been her everything growing up.

			Her father had been immersed in his business. When Nolan was around, so was his partner and Fitz. It was no wonder that she preferred the company of wild boy Tommy Colt and his equally feral brothers. They’d been her true family.

			Now, as she drove toward the ranch, she knew that feeling sorry for herself wasn’t doing her any good. She had to figure out what to do next—and quickly. She’d never felt more alone. Or more scared. The clock was ticking, the wedding coming up fast.

			Looking down at the pretentious huge diamond ring on her finger, she wanted to rip if off and throw it out the window. But what would that accomplish? She had to help her father. Losing her temper would only make matters worse.

			

			TOMMY WATCHED BELLA and Fitz part at her vehicle. Clearly angry, Fitz drove off in an obnoxious mustard-yellow sports car, the tires smoking. Bella sat in her SUV for a few minutes before leaving as well. He recalled that she’d been crying as she came out of the bank. He knew what it took to make Bella cry.

			What had happened inside the bank? Was it about Fitz? Or something else? He had to find out what was going on and felt better as he turned back to the bank, even though his right eye was now almost swollen shut. He’d finished his first job for the detective agency. Now it was time for him to start believing that he could do this work.

			Having grown up here, Tommy knew most everyone. One foot in the door of the bank and he spotted a young woman in one of the glass-wall offices. Carla Richmond had long black hair and large brown eyes. One of his brothers had dated her for a while, though he couldn’t remember which one.

			He stuck his head into her office doorway. “Have a minute?”

			After her initial surprise, he could see her trying to figure out which one he was. “It’s Tommy,” he said as he stepped in and closed the door behind him. “I could use your help.”

			It was clear that Carla thought he’d come in for a bank loan. She started to reach for an application form, but he stopped her as he took a chair in front of her desk.

			“This is awkward,” he said, leaning forward. “I wouldn’t ask but it’s important. It’s about Bella. Bella Worthington?”

			She nodded and carefully replaced the form she’d been about to hand him. “You realize that I can’t talk about—”

			“She left here crying.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” Carla said carefully.

			“I don’t want specifics, okay? I just need to know what might have caused the tears.” He saw her jaw set. “Her father’s rich. I would think she would come out of a bank all smiles.” He caught that slight change in her expression. Something in those dark eyes. He felt a start.

			“Tommy, you know I can’t talk to you about bank business.” She started to stand.

			“Please, just tell me if you know why Bella was crying.” He put his hand over his heart. “She means everything to me.”

			She sat back down and shook her head, but he could feel her weakening. “How is your brother Davy?” she finally asked as if changing the subject.

			So it was Davy she was interested in. “He’s still rodeoing, but I suspect it won’t be long and he’ll be coming home. You want me to let him know that you asked after him?”

			She started to shake her head but stopped. “I suppose. If it comes up. We dated for a while in high school.”

			He smiled at her. “That’s right. Look, how about you say nothing and I just run some thoughts past you.” Before she could argue, he went on. “I doubt Bella is having any financial problems. Her business is going great guns from what she’d told me.”

			Carla’s expression confirmed it.

			“So who does that leave?” Again, that quick flicker in her eyes. He frowned. “Her father? Is he ill?” Tommy would have heard. Bella would have mentioned it. It dawned on him what Carla was not saying.

			He let out a curse. It was a bank, not a hospital. “It’s financial to do with her father.” She looked past him again, clearly nervous. He could tell by her pained expression that he’d guessed it. “He’s in financial trouble?”

			She avoided his gaze as she rose and stood with her palms pressed to the top of her desk. “As I said—”

			“I get it. You can’t tell me.” Tommy stood up. “I’ll take one of those loan forms if you don’t mind.”

			Carla looked relieved as she pulled out one and handed it to him. “I didn’t tell you anything. Not a word.”

			He nodded. “Thanks.” He held up the form. “I’ll tell Davy I saw you.”

			Was it possible that Nolan Worthington was in financial trouble? If so, it would certainly explain what Bella was doing back in Lonesome at the ranch. With a curse, he realized it could also explain why she had agreed to marry Fitz. He thanked Carla and left her office.

			He had to see Bella again.

			But first he needed his brother’s help.

			James looked up from his desk and grinned as Tommy came into the office. “Nice eye. Zeke?”

			“Good guess.” He pulled the signed, delivered form from his pocket and tossed it on his brother’s desk.

			James picked it up, saw what it was and blinked. “I thought that might be your resignation letter.”

			“I told you, I’m in this all the way. We have a new case.”

			His brother lifted a brow. “A paying case?”

			Tommy shrugged and pulled up a chair in front of his brother’s desk. “If you don’t agree it’s a case we should take, well then I’ll pay for it as your new partner.”

			“I’m not sure you understand how the business works,” James said as he leaned back in his chair, but Tommy could tell that he was intrigued. He quickly told him about running into Bella as she was coming out of the bank crying.

			“She’s engaged to Fitz!” James shook his head. “I thought you said you and she—”

			“Exactly.” He told him about their conversation and then about Fitz showing up and the two arguing on the street. “I could tell something was wrong so I went into the bank. Did you know Carla Richmond works there?”

			“Davy’s old girlfriend. They were pretty serious back in high school.”

			“Right, anyway, she couldn’t divulge anything about bank business...”

			“But you got it out of her.” James was sitting forward now, clearly interested.

			“It’s Nolan Worthington. He’s in financial trouble.”

			James blinked. “Bad investments?”

			“I don’t know. It still doesn’t make any sense. Why would a self-made man who went from nothing to filthy rich be so stupid as to make bad investments?”

			“Is the partnership in trouble or just him?” James asked.

			“No idea.” He hadn’t even thought of that. Maybe his brother was a better investigator than any of them had thought—and the one big cold case he solved wasn’t a fluke.

			James opened his computer and started to type, then abruptly stopped. “Wait. You were just with her in Denver. She didn’t mention any of this, including the engagement?”

			“She wasn’t engaged but she said she’d gotten a call from her father and was headed for the ranch. She didn’t sound happy about it. Something is wrong for her to even consider marrying Fitz.” James looked away. “What?” Tommy demanded, knowing the look all too well.

			“I didn’t want to be the one to say it, but...” James looked up. “Maybe she’s marrying Fitz because her dad’s in trouble financially.”

			“I already thought of that, but we’re talking about Bella. She isn’t like that.”

			When James raised a brow, Tommy swore, wanting to cuff his brother upside the head for not believing him. “Then how do you explain it?” James finally said. “Did you ask her?”

			Tommy sighed, got up and walked over to the Hollywood poster of his grandfather. Her being engaged to Fitz made no sense. Was it possible this woman he’d loved for so long was that shallow? Had he been a fool to quit the rodeo and come back here?

			He turned back to his brother. “She said Fitz was the only one who’d asked.”

			“You think she’s just trying to get you to step up?” James asked.

			Tommy shook his head. “She knows how I feel about her. Even if I haven’t spelled it out, this engagement is too sudden. Knowing what I do know about her father, I have to help her.”

			“That’s just it,” James said. “You don’t know anything for certain. You need facts.”

			“You’re right,” he said as he came back over to the desk. “I need to find out the truth—with your help, bro. I need a quick course in PI.”

			“Then pull up a chair and let’s see what we can find out about Nolan Worthington and his business and partners, Edwin Fitzgerald Mattson and his obnoxious son, Fitz.”

			

			THAT FIRST DAY BACK AT the ranch, Bella had been forced to drag the sorry tale out of her father. He’d said he hadn’t been paying enough attention to what was going on with the business. Edwin had him sign papers all the time. He hadn’t thought anything about it.

			“What did he get you into?” she demanded. She’d never trusted Edwin Mattson let alone his son Fitz, who was now invested in the business.

			Her father shook his head. “I’m in trouble. The Feds are involved. I have no proof that I didn’t do any of it. But these businesses it says I bought? They’re money laundering operations.” He broke down, dropping his face into his hands. “I sold them as soon as I realized what I’d apparently done, but I lost so much money and the Feds are even more interested in me now.”

			She had to pull every sorry word out of him, but she quickly got a picture of what Fitz had done to him. He’d tricked her father, who hadn’t realized that at least Fitz—and maybe his father as well—had set him up to take away the business Nolan had started. Of course, if he were arrested on a felony, he would be forced out of the business he’d started.

			“It’s worse than even that,” her father said. “Fitz says he has proof that I’ve been embezzling from the company for the past six months for my drug habit. I’m sure that if any money is missing, it’s been going into his pocket. But while none of that is true, added to the mistakes I’ve made...”

			“You look guilty.” He was also acting guilty, she noted. “So basically they’re about to fleece you,” she said and frowned. “You’ve hired a good lawyer, right?”

			He looked at the floor. “I made a bad investment. I’m afraid I’m broke. It’s all gone. Everything but this ranch and now I’m headed for prison.”

			Her hatred for Edwin and his son had her pacing the den in fury. “Surely you have some recourse.”

			He lowered his head, shaking it slowly. “The judge usually goes easy on a first-time offender—if I agree to pay back the money, but that’s impossible. On top of that, now with the Feds... Edwin and Fitz have been setting me up for months.” He met her gaze. “They have our investors believing I have a drug problem. A few months ago at a restaurant I was drugged and appeared...” He broke down again. “There’d been rumors going around about me, I guess, started by them. I found drugs in the glove box of my car and got rid of them, but I never know where drugs are going to turn up. They have me tied up. There is nothing I can do.”

			Her blood boiled, but she knew she had to keep her head. One of them had to be strong right now. “There must be a way to prove that this is all a setup.” She stared at her father. It couldn’t be possible. There was no way the man she’d known all her life was taking this lying down. Nolan Worthington had gotten where he’d been by being smart and doggedly determined. He’d built the business that Edwin and Fitz were now stealing from him. “There has to be something we can do.”

			His gaze lifted to hers. She caught hope in his green eyes so much like her own. “Fitz said he can make it all go away.”

			She waited, knowing that whatever her father said next would be bad. She just didn’t know how bad. “What do you have to do?” she asked in a whisper.

			“Fitz has been taking over his father’s part of the company for some time now. He’s the one who’s in control, according to Edwin. If so, Fitz has me right where he wants me. You know he’s always been jealous of what I built, this ranch—”

			“What is it Fitz wants?” she demanded, fear edging her voice. She knew Fitz, knew the kind of boy he’d been, the kind of man he’d grown into. “What?”

			Nolan Worthington held her gaze tremulously. “You. He wants you.”

			She shook her head and took a step back, too shocked to speak for a moment. “Well, he can’t have me.”

			Her father nodded in resignation. “I can’t say I blame you.”

			They both went silent for a long moment. “What happens if he doesn’t get his way?” she finally asked, remembering the deplorable child she’d known.

			Nolan Worthington looked away. “It doesn’t matter. I can’t ask you—”

			“Tell me.” She waited.

			He finally looked at her again. His eyes filled with tears. “This isn’t your problem. I got myself into this and—”

			“Tell me what happens if he doesn’t get me.”

			“He’ll send me to prison,” her father said. “He’ll plant more drugs. He’ll see that I get the maximum time. Twenty years.”

			Twenty years. A life sentence at his age. She swallowed and said, “Fitz is going to have to say that to my face.”

			“You won’t have to wait long. He said he plans to meet you here at the ranch.” Her father pulled himself together. “I need to tell the staff. He’s replacing them all and basically kicking everyone out but you—even if you agree to marry him. I’d rather let them go than have him do it.”

			“Wait, he can’t just take over the ranch. You said it’s in my name.”

			Her father stared at the floor. “He said he plans to stay here until the wedding and if you didn’t like it, you could discuss it with me in my jail cell.”

			Bella was unable to speak. If Fitz thought he could bully her... But even as she realized it, she knew that it wasn’t an idle threat.

			Her father stumbled to his feet and reached for her. “I knew I had to tell you what was going on. I’m so sorry, but I can’t ask you to—” He hugged her and she felt him trembling.

			“And if I do this?” she asked, her anger making her blood thunder through her veins.

			He let go of her to step back so he could see her face. She saw a glimmer of the father she’d known flash in his eyes as anger. “Then he will produce evidence that proves I’m innocent. He said he’d even buy my share of the business. I’m sure he will do it for pennies on the dollar, but at least I won’t be in prison.”

			She wasn’t able to believe this. “How can he make this all go away just like that?” she demanded with a snap of her fingers.

			“Apparently he has another scapegoat.”

			Bella stared at him. “His father?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe this was Edwin’s idea.”

			She shook her head wondering if her father really believed that. “So what do you get if I go along with this?”

			“I’d be out of the company,” he said. “But Fitz will pay me enough that I could live comfortably, but only if I left the country since my reputation is ruined, thanks to the two of them. Even with proof, no one will believe I wasn’t guilty.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			As threatened, Fitz had arrived a few days after Bella’s return to Lonesome. He’d driven up in his expensive yellow sports car—one that verged on ridiculous in this part of Montana. He’d be lucky if he didn’t break an axle on the ranch road. Come winter, he’d high center the car in the deep snow and freeze to death. She could only hope.

			Bella had warned herself not to lose her temper. It wouldn’t help her father even though she knew it would make her feel better.

			Fitz shook back his mop of blond hair to expose small blue eyes the color of twilight. He had that same haughty look on the classically handsome face that he had as a boy. It said, I’m spoiled rotten and hateful and there is nothing you can do about it.

			She feared this time he was right as she opened the door before he reached it. She’d called him days earlier, wanting him to confirm what he’d told her father—and record the conversation. He’d ignored the calls.

			He stopped, a smirk coming to his lips as he pushed his sunglasses up onto his head and met her gaze. Bella thought she could have started a fire with the heat radiating out of her eyes. For a moment, he didn’t look quite so sure of himself.

			“I’m assuming you talked to your father,” he said as he looked around, clearly avoiding her laser gaze.

			“My phone messages weren’t clear enough for you?”

			His gaze came back to her along with the smirk. He raised an eyebrow. “You called me?”

			She said nothing, waiting. Let the bastard admit what he’d done. She had her hand around her cell in the pocket of her pants, her finger hovering over Record.

			He finally looked at her again. “I suppose he told you. Damned shame. Your dad should have known better.”

			That she could agree on. She’d never liked him going into business with Edwin Fitzgerald Mattson even before Fitz got involved. There was something about the man that she hadn’t trusted—even as a child.

			“So now what?” Fitz asked, getting visibly annoyed to be left standing outside the lodge. Had he really expected to be invited in?

			“You tell me.”

			“At least invite me in. After all, pretty soon this ranch will be mine.” He laughed and started up the steps toward her. “Excuse me, ours. It will all be ours.”

			“Over your dead body,” she said, making him stop in midstep.

			He raised an eyebrow, his mouth quirking into a smirk. “I thought your father would have told you how much trouble he’s in. I hope you have the money for a good lawyer for him. He’s going to need it. My father and I were shocked when we found out what he’s been doing behind our backs.”

			She couldn’t believe Fitz would lie like this to her face. Then again, she knew she shouldn’t be surprised. She said as much, daring him to tell the truth for once. His expression suddenly changed as if he realized what she was up to.

			He came at her, grabbing her arm and pulling her hand from her pocket with the cell still clutched in it. With a laugh, he pried the phone from her fingers. “You said you wanted to talk, when you left me all those messages.”

			“So you did get my messages,” she said. “Too bad you didn’t take any of them to heart.”

			“Threatening my life?” He shook his head. “You are only adding fuel to the fire. Like father, like daughter.”

			What made her even angrier was that he was right. She needed to keep a clear head and find a way out of this. Threats were a waste of time. But it would be next to impossible not to want to claw his eyes out.

			“If anything, you should be nice to me,” he said smiling broadly. “It’s to your advantage.”

			“I wouldn’t count on that,” she snapped, unable to hold her tongue.

			His blue eyes, a deep navy, darkened even further as he gave her a push back into the open doorway.

			It was all she could do not to physically push back. She feared what would happen though if she could get her hands around his neck. But he was right. He had the upper hand. At least for the moment. She took a step back and then another, afraid of what she would do if he shoved her again. She needed time to try to find a way out of this. She wasn’t letting her father go to prison. But she also wasn’t marrying this fool.

			Once in her father’s study, Fitz closed the door. “I could use a drink. How about you?” he asked as he walked to the bar.

			“A little early in the day for me.” He went to her father’s bar as if he owned the place. Apparently he would soon enough unless she could stop him.

			“Where’s the help?” Fitz asked as he turned from the bar, a full drink in his hand. “There’s no ice in the bucket.”

			Since her father normally lived in an apartment near his office in Missoula, there had been only part-time staff at the ranch except during the months he came here to stay. “My father let the staff all go as per your instructions apparently,” she said. It was hard to be civil to this man. But she’d try a white flag of surrender first. If she didn’t get the information she needed, she’d resort to all-out war.

			Fitz chuckled. “I think that is the first time Nolan has ever done anything I asked him to do.” He smiled. “How times change.”

			She watched him take a slug of his drink, lick his lips and settle his gaze on her again before she asked, “Your idea of a marriage proposal is to frame my father?”

			He had the good grace to drop his gaze to the floor for a moment. “Over the years, I’ve tried other approaches.”

			“I recall. Slamming me against a file cabinet to grope my breast. Cornering me in the kitchen and spilling your drink down the front of my blouse as you forcibly tried to kiss me.”

			“‘Forcibly’ is a tad dramatic,” he snapped. “I’ve tried nicely to get your attention. I decided on a different approach after you rebuffed my every advance.”

			“You could have just gotten the message and backed off.”

			His gaze hardened to ice chips. “I don’t want to back off. In case you didn’t get the message, I want you and I will use any measures to have what I want.”

			She nodded. “Just like when you were a boy and didn’t get your way. This is just another form of tantrum.” She turned and walked to the window so he couldn’t see how hard she was shaking. None of this was going to help her father. If anything, Fitz would tighten the screws.

			Bella turned to look at him again. It was all she could do not to gag at the sight of him slurping down her father’s expensive bourbon. She could never let him win, for her father, for the ranch she loved, but mostly for her own sake. She swore right then, she would kill him before she ever became this man’s wife.

			“What now?” she asked trying to keep the tremor out of her voice.

			He smiled as if he thought she’d finally accepted the inevitable. “We get married. Didn’t your father tell you that I want the whole package? A big wedding. I’ve already sent out invitations to most of the county. It’s going to be in the barn here at the ranch. It’s going to be till death us do part.”

			She nodded, thinking she could live with the death part. “I really can’t see you married to anyone, let alone me.”

			He put down his empty glass and stepped toward her. She stood her ground even as the floor seemed to quake under her. Reaching into his pocket he pulled out a velvet box and shoved it toward her.

			She didn’t take it, didn’t move. Instead, she looked down at the floor. Fitz was simple and spoiled, but he wasn’t entirely stupid.

			He let out a sigh. “Fine. We can do it your way if that’s what will make you happy.” She watched him drop to one knee and thought since he was already on the floor how easily it would have been to end this right now. One good kick with her cowboy boot and he would be helplessly writhing on the floor. But it wouldn’t help her father if she went to prison as well right now.

			“Bella Alexandria Worthington, I’m asking for your hand in marriage,” he said with a sigh and opened the box.

			The diamond engagement was gaudy and ridiculously ostentatious. She looked from it to him. “It looks exactly like something you would choose.” If he caught the sarcasm, he didn’t show it.

			“Only the biggest and best for you,” he said and took the ring from the box and reached for her hand.

			She thought of her father and tamped down her fury. Was she really going to let this man blackmail her into becoming his fiancée? If she hoped to stall for time to figure a way out of this, she had to at least let him think she was.

			She stuck her hand into his face and he put the ring on her finger. It surprised her that it almost fit. He must have found out her ring size. She met his gaze, wondering what else he’d found out about her. That she’d been with Tommy recently for an entire weekend? It wouldn’t matter that they hadn’t made love. Fitz had always been jealous of the closeness she and Tommy had shared over the years.

			As Fitz awkwardly got to his feet, she realized how dangerous this man was. What he’d done to her father was diabolical. All because she’d spurned his advances?

			Bella looked down at the ring on her finger. Maybe this was just a show of power. He wanted her to know that he was in control. He didn’t really want to tie himself to a woman who couldn’t stand the sight of him, did he?

			“Why would you want to marry me?” she asked quietly.

			The question seemed to take him by surprise. “Have you looked in the mirror lately?” he asked with a laugh. “I want other men to look at me with naked jealousy.”

			“I saw your sports car. You can have any woman you want, women who are better looking than me. So why me?”

			“Because I can and because you and I are the same.” She instantly wanted to argue against that, but he didn’t give her a chance. “Bella, you go after what you want. Look at the way you turned your father down when you had a chance to go into business with him.”

			“With you and your father you mean.”

			He smiled. “Yes, with me. That was a mistake. You should have joined the partnership and not forced me to take other measures.” He was blaming her for this? “You and I could own the world.”

			“I don’t want to own the world,” she said and swallowed back the bile that rose in her throat. The conceit of this man, the hollowness of his desires, his all-out criminal behavior, and for what? Just to feed his ego?

			“Well, you’ll be with me soon and I want to own the world any way I can get it,” he said.

			“I can see that.” He seemed to take her words as a compliment until he looked into her eyes.

			“You may not like my methods. Fight me all you want, but I’d hate you to have to visit your father in prison. That is, if he doesn’t overdose before then. Or jump out a window from our office building. Desperate men do desperate things.”

			Her hands knotted into fists at her side. She heard the threat and knew it wasn’t idle. It was all she could do not to lunge for his throat.

			“As your fiancé I’ll be moving into the ranch right away since the wedding is going to be here and it’s coming up soon. Your large new barn is the perfect place for the wedding, don’t you think?”

			She shook her head. “You’re not moving in here.”

			Fitz moved swiftly for a man of his size. “When are you going to realize that you no longer have a say in anything?” He grabbed her by the waist and pulled her into a kiss. She bit his lip, making him howl. He took a step back and slapped her so hard her ears rang, but he didn’t try to touch her again.

			As he’d gone back to the bar, Bella had promised herself that Fitz would never be her husband. One way or another, she would stop this marriage.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Tommy pulled up a chair as his brother began to type at his computer. “Let’s see what we can find out.” He watched James go to a variety of sites, taking notes, determined to learn as much as he could quickly.

			“This is interesting,” James said. “Six months ago, Nolan bought some small businesses. During those six months, he’d gone through a lot of money on top of what appears to be several bad investments.”

			“So he is broke?”

			“This does not look good. Car washes are cash-heavy businesses like casinos and strip clubs. Simply owning businesses like that is a red flag for the Feds. This could get him investigated for money laundering even though it appears that he turned around and sold them quickly at a loss, which frankly I would think makes him look even more guilty.”

			“You think he’s involved in money laundering?” Tommy asked in surprise.

			James lifted an eyebrow and shrugged. “The thing is, in most business partnerships, if one of the partners is arrested for a felony, the remaining partners can buy him out for pennies on the dollar.”

			“So you’re saying that Nolan Worthington could lose everything.”

			“It certainly looks that way,” his brother said. “I always thought he was a smart businessman. Didn’t he start the investment business from the ground up? No wonder Bella’s upset.” James began to type again on the keyboard. “But at least it looks as if the ranch is in her name. That’s good.”

			“Until she marries Fitz,” Tommy said. “Then he’d own fifty percent should there be a divorce.” Tommy thought about the ranch that Bella loved. She wouldn’t jeopardize it to save her father, would she? “How did this happen?” He knew he was asking why Bella would have ever agreed to marry Fitz under any circumstances.

			“Greed? The business with Edwin Mattson seems to be doing fine,” James said. “Maybe Nolan wanted to make more money. Maybe he got involved with the wrong people.” He seemed to hesitate. “I did hear a rumor that he might have gotten involved with drugs.”

			Tommy shook his head. “Nolan? That’s not possible.”

			James shrugged. “Fitz started his own business no doubt financed by his father. He’s doing fine. Didn’t Bella start her own business?”

			He nodded. “But she’s barely gotten it off the ground. She wouldn’t have the funds to bail out her father.”

			James closed his computer. “Could explain why she’s agreed to marry Fitz, though.”

			Tommy wanted to argue that James didn’t know Bella the way he did. She’d never marry Fitz under any circumstances, let alone marry any man for money. But there was that huge rock he’d seen on her ring finger. Not to mention the words out of her mouth. He stood and shoved back the extra chair. “I’ve got to talk to Bella.”

			

			BELLA KNEW THAT she had to move quickly after Fitz’s visit. The wedding day he had chosen was coming up fast. She realized that her father hadn’t really explained how Fitz had left him so bankrupt. Conning him out of the partnership was one thing. What about her father’s other investments? He shouldn’t be this broke.

			She called Fitz’s father, wondering what kind of reception she would get. Edwin senior had always been kind to her even though she’d never trusted him. But when it came to Fitz, Edwin had almost been apologetic. Had that changed? Surely he was aware what Fitz was up to.

			“Edwin, it’s Bella,” she said when he answered his phone at the office. For a moment all she heard was silence on the other end. “I’m sure you know why I’m calling. There’s a few things I need to know. Starting with my father’s finances.”

			There was a deep sigh. “This is something you should be asking your father.”

			“I’m asking you,” she said, hating that underlying regret she heard in the man’s voice as well as the pleading in her own. “Please. There is so much going on right now with Fitz... Tell me why my father’s broke.” She could understand Fitz and Edwin using the clause in the partnership to get him out of the business. But there had to be more going on here.

			Edwin cleared his throat. “Apparently you are unaware of your father’s indiscretions.”

			“Indiscretions?”

			The man sounded embarrassed. “You really should take this up with your father.”

			“I would but I don’t know what this is,” she said losing her patience.

			“Ask him about Caroline.”

			The name meant nothing to her.

			“That’s all I can tell you. I’m so sorry.” Edwin disconnected.

			Bella knew he could tell her much more, but he wasn’t going to. Apparently she would have to hear it straight from the horse’s mouth. How much more had her father kept from her?

			He had gone back to his apartment in Missoula, which was only blocks from his office. She’d been so busy starting her online Western wear business that she hadn’t been to his apartment since he’d first rented it. Instead, what little she’d seen of him had been at the ranch—usually at his request. Now she wondered if that was because he kept this Caroline at the apartment.

			On the drive to Missoula, she had too much time to think about all of this. As she reached the new high-rise apartment house and parked, that stupid engagement ring on her finger caught the light, winking at her as if in on the ruse. She took it off and tossed it into her purse.

			Her father’s SUV was in the lot, but when she reached the reception area on the lower floor, the man behind the desk wasn’t going to let her go up.

			“He’s had movers in and out all day,” the man dressed in a security uniform told her. “Other residents are complaining about him tying up the elevator.”

			“You can take it up with him,” she said. “I’m his daughter and I’m going up to see him.”

			The man looked as if he wanted to argue. “Fine, but please tell your father that the movers he hired need to use the service elevator.”

			Her father was moving? So much for her theory that he was keeping this Caroline woman in the apartment. But where was he moving? Surely not back to the ranch. Or was he preparing for prison? she thought with a sense of panic as she took the elevator up to his floor and rang his doorbell.

			Her father opened the door, clearly surprised to see her after their discussion at the ranch a few days ago. She was equally surprised to find him in such disarray. He hadn’t shaved for a couple of days and appeared to be wearing the same clothes he’d had on the last time she’d seen him.

			Past him, the apartment was filled with boxes. She caught the scent of old takeout and saw the food containers discarded on the breakfast bar along with several nearly empty alcohol bottles before she closed the door behind her and stepping past him. Her father never drank much, just a nightcap of his precious bourbon—not the rot-gut stuff that had been in the discarded liquor bottles she was seeing.

			“I haven’t had time to pick up,” he said, stepping to the breakfast bar and beginning to toss items into the trash.

			She moved deeper into the apartment. “What is going on?”

			He stopped cleaning up, seeming surprised. “I already told you.”

			“You apparently left out a few things,” she said. “Who is Caroline?”

			All the blood drained from his face. He planted a hand on the breakfast bar as if to steady himself. “Who...who told—”

			“It doesn’t matter who told me.”

			“Fitz? Or his father?”

			She’d never seen Nolan Worthington look more defeated. She wanted to reach for him and assure him that they would get through this. Except she didn’t know the extent of what this was. But from the look on his face, this was even worse than what he’d told her before. “What have you done?”

			He bristled and straightened taking on the stature of the father she’d always known. “I’d appreciate you not using that tone with me.” She waited. “Could we at least sit down?”

			She looked around for a place to sit, moved a couple of half-packed boxes and sat. He went to the breakfast bar. Picked up one of the almost empty bottles of bourbon and poured what there was into a dirty glass.

			“I’d offer you one but...” He drained the glass, then came into the living area, moved a box and sat down some distance from her. The alcohol put a little color back into his face. “I made a mistake. It happens.”

			Bella sighed. How many mistakes had he made? Even more than he’d admitted to so far. “Just tell me so we can deal with it.”

			His Adam’s apple bobbed for a moment before he spoke. “I met a woman. Caroline Lansing. I... I fell in love with her.”

			“She took all your money.” It was a wild guess, but she saw at once that she’d hit a bull’s-eye on the first try even as she told herself that her father was too smart to be swindled by a gold-digging woman. But he’d been alone for years since her mother’s death. Lonely men could be easy prey for a female with criminal designs.

			And Bella hadn’t been around. “How bad is it?” She knew it had to be very bad.

			“She... I...thought we were getting married. She let me believe that she had money, but that it was tied up in real estate, so I...” He shook his head. He didn’t need to continue.

			“She’s long gone?” He nodded. “With your money?” Another nod. “None of that matters right now,” he snapped. “Fitz is trying to put me in prison.”

			When she said nothing, he added, “Go ahead and say it. I was stupid. I was played for a fool.” His voice broke. “I was in love for the second time in my life.”

			Bella didn’t know what to say. There really wasn’t anything she could say. “Is there nothing left?”

			“Just the ranch.”

			She had a feeling that her father would have probably raided the ranch for this woman if he hadn’t legally put it in his daughter’s name. She would bet money Caroline, whoever she was, had wanted every last cent he had and would have gotten the ranch if she could have.

			“So this is why you’re broke, this woman? Do you have any way to get your money back from her, legally or otherwise?” she asked.

			He shook his head. “It’s gone. She’s gone.”

			“How long did you know her?”

			“I met her six months ago,” he said. “I was...distracted and Fitz took advantage.”

			Six months. Was that when Fitz began plotting to destroy both her father and her? Bella glanced around at all the boxes. “Where are moving to?”

			“Everything is going into storage.” He met her gaze. “My life is so up in the air, and I can’t come back to the ranch. I know Fitz is moving in.”

			“That’s what he says.” She had much bigger problems. If she didn’t marry Fitz, her father would be going to jail and then prison. Even if she did marry Fitz, her father’s future was still uncertain. He was broke. Fitz was threatening to enforce the breach of contract clause in the partnership so that her father would lose everything, including his reputation.

			“How did you meet this woman?” Bella asked.

			“She came to the office, wanted advice on an investment,” he said sheepishly. “One thing led to another.”

			She didn’t doubt that Fitz had taken advantage of her father being distracted by this woman. But she couldn’t help being suspicious that he’d been set up, and not just by Caroline. It seemed odd that the woman just happened to be sent back to her father’s office.

			“Do you have a photo of her?” Bella asked.

			Her father looked surprised. Who kept a photo of the woman who had fleeced him? A man who’d truly believed he’d been in love. He started to reach for his cell phone.

			“Send it to me and everything you know about her.” She got to her feet. Her father looked better than when he’d opened the door. He had raised a strong, resourceful, smart daughter. However, she doubted even she could save him from himself. But she would try because he was her father.

			She kissed him on the cheek as she left. The tears she’d seen in his eyes made her hate Fitz even more than she thought possible because all her instincts told her that he’d had something to do with everything that Nolan Worthington was now going through—and her as well.

			

			FITZ STOOD ON the steps of the ranch house, considering what he would do with the place once it was his. Once Bella was his. He touched his tongue to his lip where she’d bitten him. Anger made him see red. Once they were married, she was in for a rude awakening.

			He’d moved up the wedding from the original date he’d planned, anxious to teach her how things were going to be. That was if he could wait that long. She would soon be his in every way whether she liked it or not.

			Smiling to himself, he realized that he wouldn’t mind if she fought back. It might make taking her all the more enjoyable. He knew it would be an even bigger thrill to get her on her knees than the excitement and joy he felt when he took over businesses and crushed the life out of them.

			A truck pulled up out front. He saw it was from the locksmith shop in town. An elderly man climbed out. “You the one who needs the locks changed?” the man asked, glancing around. “Where’s Nolan?”

			“He’s away on business. He asked me to take care of it. Unfortunately, I’m locked out.”

			The locksmith looked wary.

			“I’m Edwin Fitzgerald Mattson the Third. My father and I are Nolan’s business partners.” At least for the moment. “Bella’s my fiancée.”

			The man didn’t move. “Where’s Bella? Going to need either her or her father before I change the locks.”

			Fitz was about to let out a string of curses when he heard a vehicle approaching. With relief he saw it was Bella. He wondered where she’d been. He was going to have to clip her wings. She couldn’t just come and go without a word to him about where she was going, but one step at a time. Clearly, she needed more convincing about who was in control here.

			“Here’s Bella now,” he said, seething inside at how she’d locked him out of the ranch house. He really needed to bring this woman to heel and soon, he thought, narrowing his eyes at her as she climbed from her SUV. And he knew exactly how to do it.

			“I understand you want the locks changed,” the elderly locksmith said to her as she approached.

			Bella glanced from the man to him. Her look was so defiant that for a moment Fitz worried that she would embarrass him in front of this old man.

			“Oscar,” she said, turning to smile at the locksmith. “I appreciate you coming all the way out here.” She turned to Fitz. The challenge in her eyes sent a spike of pure fury straight to his gut where it began to roil. So help her, if she defied him on this—

			“Let me open the door, Oscar, so you can get the work done and be on your way. I know that you like to have lunch with your wife. How is Naomi doing these days?”

			“She’s fine, thank you for asking, Bella.” Oscar grabbed his toolbox from his pickup and started up the steps after her.

			As the man passed Fitz, he didn’t even give him a glance. “I have some wedding arrangements to take care of,” Fitz said from between clenched teeth. “I’ll see you later.” Not that either Bella or Oscar was listening. Bella was busy offering the locksmith a glass of iced tea for when he finished the job.

			Fitz was almost to town when he realized his mistake. What were the chances Bella would give him one of the new keys? He swore, slamming his palm against the steering wheel. He should have stuck around until he had the key. She thought she was so much smarter than him and always had.

			He considered what he would do if she locked him out again. It was time to teach that woman how things were going to be from now on.

			He pulled out his cell phone and made the call.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Oscar had just finished changing the locks and given her the new keys when her phone rang. She didn’t recognize the number, but something told her to take the call anyway. “Hello?”

			“Bella.” She could barely hear her father’s voice, but she immediately picked up on its urgency. “I’ve been arrested. I need you to get me a criminal lawyer. I’m so sorry.” There was noise in the background. “I’m about to be booked on a drug charge. I got pulled over. They found drugs hidden in the door panel on the passenger side of my car. He put them there.” His voice broke. “I have to go.” The phone went dead.

			She clutched her phone, closing her eyes and trying hard not to cry. Fitz. She’d childishly locked him out of the ranch house and this was how he was getting back at her. When they were kids, he’d been sneaky and vengeful. She knew better than to taunt him.

			The new keys in her hand, she threw them across the floor, angry with herself. If she was going to do something to him, then she had to be more careful. She had to be smarter. Taunting him would only make him tighten the screws on her father.

			She had no idea how bad the drug charge would be—depended on how much was found in his car. While her father probably wouldn’t get any time as long as it didn’t appear he was selling the drugs, this would only add to the story Fitz was concocting against him.

			Opening her eyes, she looked around the ranch. She and her father loved this place. She’d missed it desperately being away as she started her business. Now they were about to lose it. Her father was going to have legal fees, she thought as she made the call. Because of Fitz.

			There had to be a way to stop the man before this ridiculous wedding. If she were stupid enough to marry him, he would find a way to take the ranch, she knew that, and her with it.

			She spoke for a moment with a prominent criminal attorney a friend had used. As she hung up, she heard the sound of a vehicle pulling up. She took a deep breath. If it was Fitz, she feared what she might do that would only make things worse yet again. But it didn’t sound like his sports car.

			Bella stepped to the entryway, picked up the new keys from the floor and opened the door. Tommy Colt was climbing out of his pickup. Her heart leaped to her throat. He stopped to look up at her and she felt tears of relief fill her eyes. She’d never been so glad to see anyone in her life. He’d always been there for her—even after what she’d said to him on the street in town.

			Propelled by nothing but raw emotions, she rushed down the steps and into his arms—just as she had in Denver.

			

			THIS WAS NOT the reception Tommy had expected. Far from it. He breathed in the scent of her, the feel of her in his arms and held her tightly. She smelled wonderful, felt wonderful. He didn’t want to let her go.

			When she finally pulled back to look at him, he saw that she’d been crying. Again. “I’m in so much trouble, Tommy.”

			“I know. At least I suspect. That’s why I’m here.” He let her go as she stepped back and wiped her eyes.

			“If Fitz catches you here—” Her voice broke. “There is so much I need to tell you. But not here.” She seemed to be trying to come up with a place that was safe. Her green eyes widened. “Meet me at the tree house in ten minutes and I’ll tell you everything.”

			He didn’t want to leave her, seeing how upset she was, but quickly agreed.

			“Take the back road out of here. Fitz can’t see you,” she said.

			He could see how frightened she was and, while he didn’t like leaving her alone, he had to do as she asked. Clearly, she was afraid of the man. Tommy had never known her to be afraid of anything. What had Fitz done to put this much fear in her? He drove out the long way before circling back to the ranch’s adjacent property—Colt Ranch property.

			The road in wasn’t as bad as the last time he’d seen it. They’d had a mobile home on the property to stay in when they were home from the rodeo circuit but one of James’s girlfriends had rented it to some meth makers and had gotten it blown up. James had had the debris hauled off when he and Lorelei began building their house on another section of the property. Each brother had his own section to build on, if they ever decided to settle down.

			Tommy parked and hurried through the pines toward the back side of Bella’s ranch. He was scared for her, worried Fitz would come back and keep her from meeting him at the tree house.

			But as he came through an open area, he saw her standing at the bottom of the ladder waiting for him.

			The tree house looked as if it had weathered the years fairly well considering. “You’d better let me go up first,” he said to her, seeing how nervous she was. He doubted her worry though was about the wooden structure the two of them had built together all those years ago.

			One of the steps felt loose as he climbed up and pushed open the door. It looked as if some critters had made themselves at home in one corner, but other than that, the space looked better than he’d expected. He wondered if some area kids had discovered it and been keeping it up. There were several wooden crates someone had brought in. He dusted off one of them.

			Turning he started to hold out a hand to help her up, but Bella was already coming through the door. He moved back to let her enter and handed her a crate to sit on.

			For a moment they simply looked at each other, then she put down her crate and sat. He grabbed the other one, shook off the worst of the dust and sat down as well. The wooden crate creaked under his weight but held. He couldn’t help but think of the hours he and Bella had spent here together, and the weekend they’d spent together recently. They had a bond that couldn’t be broken, he told himself.

			“A little different from that suite we shared in Denver,” he said to break the silence. They’d watched movies, played cards, ordered room service and gone for long walks. They’d reconnected in a way that had made him realize that he no longer wanted to live without this woman by his side.

			“So you’re engaged?” he said even as he knew it couldn’t have been her idea. He couldn’t have been that wrong about her. Or how they both felt about each other.

			Bella gave him a wan smile, tears sparkling in all that green before she dragged her gaze away. “I don’t even know where to begin.” He said nothing, waiting. “I told you that my father had called me and that I was headed home?”

			From there she spilled out a story that shocked and infuriated him. “I’ll kill the son of a—”

			“No, that’s just it. If either of us do anything, he’ll just send my father to prison. He isn’t bluffing. He planted drugs in my father’s car and just had him arrested because I locked him out of the ranch house.”

			“You aren’t seriously going to marry him,” Tommy said, trying to tamp down his fury. He’d felt such relief when she’d told him that she’d been coerced into the engagement. But he hadn’t realized how serious it was until now.

			“I’m not marrying him,” she said with a shake of her head. “But unless I can find evidence that proves my father is being framed...” She met his gaze. “I want to hire Colt Investigations.”

			He blinked. He had little PI experience. The skin around his eye was still bruised from taking Zeke in. “Bella, I appreciate your confidence in me but—”

			“I’m so sorry for what I said on the street—”

			“No, what I’m saying is that you need to hire an experienced investigator.”

			She shook her head. “You and your brother are the only people I can trust right now. I’ll help. I know enough about my father’s business and I have a key to his office—if Fitz hasn’t had the locks changed. Will you help me?”

			“You know I will,” he said. He’d do anything for her. He realized sitting there, a shaft of sunlight coming through a slit between the old boards and lighting her face, that he would die trying to save her because he was crazy in love with her.

			“But we can’t be seen together,” she said. “Fitz can’t know that we’ve even talked after seeing us together in town. You probably shouldn’t call me on my cell, either.”

			“I’ll get us burner phones. I’ll find us a safer place to meet.” He grinned. “We grew up here. We know all kinds of places where we can be completely alone.”

			She smiled and let out a sigh. “I feel better than I have since my father called me. We can do this. We have to.”

			He nodded. “If you need to reach me before I can get the phones, call Lorelei and she’ll get a message to me.” He considered the trouble she was in and wished he could do more. Nothing like diving into a new job headfirst and blindfolded. But he was a fast learner and James would help from the sidelines.

			She reached across the space between them and held out her pinkie finger. Tommy laughed at their old ritual they’d enact before leaving the tree house. He hooked his pinkie with hers.

			“Best friends forever,” she said and met his gaze.

			Till death do us part, he thought.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Bella hoped she hadn’t made a mistake by dragging Tommy into this, but she needed help and he was the only one she trusted right now. She’d left the ranch house front door unlocked and was glad she had when she returned.

			Fitz’s sports car was parked in the drive. She circled around so it would appear she’d come from the trail along the river—rather from the woods that led to the Colt property.

			“Where have you been?” Fitz demanded when she walked in the front door.

			“For a walk along the river.” She met his gaze. “My father’s been arrested.”

			He nodded and smiled. “Drugs, huh. Such a shame. I see you left me a key to the house.” His look said he hoped that she’d learned her lesson. He looked way too pleased.

			But she had learned her lesson, she thought, heart pounding. It still took all her control not to attack him with her words let alone her bare hands. She warned herself to be smarter as she started past him toward the kitchen.

			He grabbed her arm. She froze, telling herself to play along—but only so far. Glancing over at him, she gently pulled her arm free. “Unless you’ve hired new staff, I was just headed for the kitchen to see about dinner. I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry.”

			He seemed surprised that she could cook. Let alone that she might cook for him. “What are we having?”

			“I’ll surprise you.” Before she started away, she saw the wary look come into his expression and smiled to herself. Let him worry about her poisoning him.

			In the kitchen, she turned her thoughts to Tommy Colt. She’d made the right decision telling him. He was her bestie. She’d realized how much he meant to her in Denver. The feelings had always been there, but she’d never acted on them. Neither had Tommy.

			It was as if the two of them were giving each other space, knowing that one day... She shook her head at the thought. No wonder he’d been so upset to see the engagement ring on her finger. She couldn’t bear that she’d hurt him. But everything had been happening so quickly.

			Tommy. Just the thought of him made her heart ache. Once this was over... Right now she needed her best friend more than ever. Tommy was the only one she trusted with this news. With her life. He might be new to PI work, but he was smart and resourceful. Together, she had to believe that they could outsmart Fitz. They had to, because the clock was ticking. Fitz had already sent out the invitations to the wedding that was just over a week away.

			

			BACK AT THE OFFICE, Tommy told his brother everything that Bella had told him. His gut reaction had been for the two of them to find Fitz and beat him senseless.

			“Not an option,” James agreed.

			“But definitely what I want to do. Not that it would do any good. He’s really set up Bella’s father bad. We have to stop this before the wedding.”

			When he told him the wedding date, his brother groaned. “Nothing like a challenge. Are you sure about this? Bella is strong-willed as you already know. You sure she won’t refuse to marry Fitz?”

			Tommy shook his head. “She won’t let her father go to prison. And neither of us think it’s an idle threat. Fitz just had Nolan arrested in a drug bust. He planted the drugs. He did it because she locked him out of the ranch house. He’s serious.”

			James shook his head. “He wants Bella that badly?”

			Tommy looked away. “Maybe we should have been nicer to him when we were kids.”

			“Come on, I remember the kind of kid Fitz was. He’s just grown up into a meaner adult. He sees Bella as something he can’t have so he’s determined he will have her,” his brother said. “She’s probably the only person who’s ever said no to him.”

			“So what do we do?” Tommy asked as he banked his anger.

			“We need to get the proof. The truth will be in the real bookkeeping,” James said. “Which means it’s on a computer somewhere. Didn’t the partnership have an accountant? I’d start with him.” His brother thought a moment. “You’ve got to hand it to Fitz. He came up with the drug addiction as a way to show where the embezzled money went. Otherwise, there would need to be evidence of large expenditures like boats, cars, big vacations.”

			Tommy had a thought. “If you were her, wouldn’t you demand to see the evidence he’s holding over her head before she agreed to marry him?”

			His brother beamed at him. “Very smart. That way we know where it is and how hard it will be to get. You think Bella will do it?”

			He laughed. “We’re talking about Bella, remember? She has more guts than anyone I know. But that doesn’t mean that Fitz will go along with it.”

			

			AS BELLA CAME in from the kitchen, she saw Fitz nervously rearranging the salt and pepper shakers, straightening the cloth napkins on the table and shifting his chair to put himself directly in front of the place setting in front of him.

			She frowned as she put two plates of food on the table, one in her spot and the other in front of Fitz. She realized this wasn’t the first time she’d seen him do something like this. When he was a boy, he had to have everything just so from his clothing to his room.

			As she started to sit down, he suddenly grabbed her plate and switched it with his. She looked over at him and smiled as she picked up her napkin and laid it carefully in her lap. “Have you ever seen the movie The Princess Bride?”

			“Of course. It’s...” Fitz frowned and then quickly switched the plates back, making her laugh. He looked miserable. Did he really want a lifetime of this?

			Picking up her fork, she took a bite of her dinner. She’d had a lot of time to think while she was cooking. She would have to tread carefully. He’d proven today how vindictive he could be. Anything she did could have major repercussions for her father.

			Bella looked up. Fitz hadn’t touched his meal. “Is something wrong?”

			He scowled at her. “I’m hiring a cook. You won’t be allowed in the kitchen,” he said angrily.

			She shook her head. “Whatever you want, but I made that meal especially for you.” She reached across the table, purposely knocking over the saltshaker as she did, and jabbed her fork into a piece of the sweet-and-sour chicken dish she’d made.

			Gaze locked with his, she brought the bite to her lips, opened her mouth and popped it in. As she began to chew it she watched Fitz pick up the saltshaker and put it back exactly as he’d had it before. She reached over, this time just moving the saltshaker a fraction of an inch out of line, and skewered a piece of pineapple.

			She’d barely gotten the bite to her mouth when he grabbed the saltshaker, his hand trembling as he squeezed it in his big fist. She recalled how Fitz had always had to control things when he was a kid. Apparently, he hadn’t changed—only gotten worse because now he thought he could control her.

			“There is nothing wrong with the food on your plate,” she said. “Cross my heart.” She made an X over her heart and smiled.

			Angrily, he shoved back his chair, knocking it over as he rose. “You like messing with me? Tormenting me? You should know better. Have you learned nothing today?”

			“I haven’t done anything but leave you an extra set of keys to my house and make you dinner.” She reached over and stabbed one of the sliced carrots on his plate and popped it into her mouth. “You can’t blame me if you’re paranoid.”

			He was breathing hard, his face flushed. “I can’t wait until we’re married. I will make you pay dearly. Nolan always held you up as an example. ‘Look at Bella. Isn’t she amazing? So smart, so talented, so independent.’”

			She looked into his eyes, feeling his hatred like a slap. “Just because my father loves me and is proud of me—”

			Fitz let out a bitter laugh. “He put you on a pedestal and stood next to you, just asking for someone to knock you both off.”

			“I’m sure he didn’t mean to make you feel—”

			“Like I could never measure up?” Fitz grabbed the chair up from the floor. For a moment, she thought he was going to hurl it at her. But he seemed to catch himself. He slowly lowered it to the floor and gently pushed it in. She could see him trying so hard not to reposition it perfectly.

			“He was just proud of his daughter,” she said again, quietly. But Fitz had seen it as her father comparing her to his partner’s son. “With my mother gone—”

			“Well, soon I will have his daughter and then we’ll see how proud he is of you when he has to watch what I do to you.”

			Bella felt a shudder move through her. She had no doubt he would make good on all his threats. Now at least she had some idea why he was doing this.

			“I’ll be back with my things and a new staff, including a cook, first thing in the morning,” he said. “I wouldn’t suggest you do anything to stop me. Once we’re married...” He sneered at her. “You will be mine to do with as I see fit in every way and there won’t be anything you or your daddy can do about it.” With that, he turned and left.

			She felt a sob rise in her throat and tears sting her eyes. He planned to tear her down, dominate her, destroy, her and all to prove that he had always been smarter, more talented, more everything. He was fool enough to think it would make him feel better about himself.

			Taking an angry swipe at her tears, she made a solemn oath that he wouldn’t beat her down no matter how hard he tried. Nor would he destroy her because she was never marrying him.

			She finished her meal, although she’d lost her appetite, but she wasn’t going hungry because of Fitz. His hatred for her and her father scared her. She regretted involving Tommy and Colt Investigations. It terrified her, what Fitz would do if he found out.

			Yet a part of her needed Tommy for support, needed his help. After their time in Denver, she’d missed him. Something had happened between them during that long weekend. Not that either of them had acted on it. But their feelings for each other had grown into something special that she hadn’t anticipated. Or maybe she had, she thought with a laugh. Maybe that was why she’d looked up his rodeo schedule and made sure they’d crossed paths.

			Given the way she felt about him, she told herself that once she got the burner phones he was picking up, she should fire him. This was her mess. She shouldn’t have dragged him into it. Knowing how cruel and heartless Fitz could be, what would he do to Tommy if he got the chance?

			She shuddered at the thought. But even as she thought it, she knew that Tommy would keep trying to help her even if she did fire him. The thought warmed her. The truth was she needed Tommy on so many levels. She couldn’t do this without him. She’d just have to make sure that Fitz never knew.

			When she finished dinner, she took their dishes to the kitchen. She was loading the dishwasher when she remembered something. About a year ago, she’d been home to the ranch and overheard her father on the phone arguing with Edwin. He’d been upset about some deal Edwin had made with a company called Mammoth Securities Inc. Her father had warned Edwin not to do it. She was pretty sure the man had gone ahead.

			There might be something there she could use. With a sigh, she knew she’d have to ask Tommy to look into it. But with luck, they might be able to fight fire with fire.

			She turned on the dishwasher and left the clean kitchen. She had no idea where Fitz had gone or when he would be back. She didn’t trust anything he told her. She called Lorelei, James’s fiancée. “Can you get a message to Tommy? Also, could you pass on a photo and some information I have for him?”

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Tommy had spent the day finding out everything he could about Edwin Fitzgerald Mattson the Third. Fitz looked good on paper, but the more he dug, the more questionable behavior he found.

			He’d been reprimanded at boarding school for bullying. He’d also gotten into a cheating scandal at university. His father bought him out of both by making donations to the schools.

			But Tommy had tracked down one of the former administrative assistants who’d been involved and gotten fired over it. The man had been most happy to give him the dirt on Fitz.

			Unfortunately none of that would help the current situation, though. They already knew what kind of man Fitz was. What he discovered more recently was that Fitz had fired the partnership’s long-time accountant six months ago. He felt that might be important since it was about the same time that Nolan Worthington had met the mysterious Caroline Lansing.

			“How do we find this woman when we can’t even be sure she gave Nolan Worthington her real name?” Tommy asked his brother.

			James considered that for a moment. “Remember that kid in school, Lance Black’s little brother?”

			“Ian?” Tommy nodded.

			“He’s FBI. I think you should give him a call. Didn’t you save his life that time in the river?”

			Tommy laughed. “It wasn’t quite that heroic. I did haul him out of the water, that much is true. But if you think he might help, I’ll give him a call.”

			Ian sounded glad to hear from him. When he told him what he needed, Ian promised to see what he could find out. Tommy sent him the photo of Caroline and what information Nolan had given Bella and she’d sent to him through Lorelei.

			“It’s good to hear from you,” the FBI agent said. “So you and your brother have taken over your father’s PI business. Congrats. Probably safer than riding bucking horses.”

			Tommy wasn’t so sure about that. “It’s been interesting so far.” He thanked him and then left to meet Bella.

			He was already waiting for her at the abandoned old fire tower high on a mountain outside of town when she drove up. He could tell something more had happened even as she tried to hide it.

			“You can talk to me,” he said after they climbed up the four floors and took a seat on the landing. From here the view was incredible of the river valley and the mountains around them. They used to come here and drink beer with a friend who manned the tower during fire season. Now it was an empty locked shell that hadn’t been used in years.

			As the sun sank in the west leaving the sky blood orange, Bella nodded without looking at him and told him what Fitz had said to her. “I’m sorry I involved you. Fitz is dangerous. I can’t let anything happen to you.”

			Tommy fought his anger, knowing, as James had said, if they did what they wanted to the bastard, it would only make things worse for all of them. He reached over and took her hand. “Nor can I let anything happen to you. I’m helping you no matter what you say. That’s what we do, you and me.”

			She looked at him, those green eyes filling. “Tommy.”

			He put his arm around her and pulled her close. She felt warm and soft in his arms. He pulled back a little to look at her. All around them, darkness began to fill in under the towering trees. The air felt cool and crisp, scented with pine. The beautiful summer night filled him with memories of the two of them—and such love for this woman.

			Tommy leaned closer, slowly dropping his mouth to hers. He brushed his lips over hers. He’d dreamed about kissing her from as far back as he could remember. He’d always feared that it could spoil their friendship. He was way past that now.

			Her lips parted on a sigh as she leaned into him. He pulled her closer, deepening the kiss. She wrapped arms around his neck and drew him down for an even deeper kiss. Their first kiss to the music of the summer night was everything he’d known it would be.

			He drew back slowly and looked into her eyes. “The marriage isn’t going to happen. We’re not going to let it.”

			She nodded and snuggled against him as they looked out over the darkening land. After a while, he took one of the burner phones out of his jacket pocket and handed it to her. “Keep it close. My number is the only one in there.”

			She nodded and took the phone before telling him about the conversation she’d overheard between her father and Edwin Mattson.

			“We’re going to need to get into his office and Fitz’s.”

			“I have the key to the main office door.”

			Tommy smiled over at her. “If Fitz is moving into the ranch tomorrow, I think we’d better break in tonight.”

			“I know the security guard should he stop by. He won’t think anything about me being there. I just can’t make things worse for my father. I got him a lawyer. He should get out on bail. At least for the moment. We discussed what he should do until his hearing and he’s signing himself into rehab even though he doesn’t have a drug problem.”

			“Smart. But I’m worried about you alone in that house with Fitz,” Tommy said.

			“There will be staff. I can hold him off until the wedding.” She didn’t have to mention that the wedding was coming up fast. He knew that Fitz had moved it up from the original date. The man certainly was in a hurry.

			“There isn’t going to be a wedding,” he said again. “Let’s go see what we’re up against at the office. More than likely he wouldn’t leave any evidence lying around. It’s probably in a safe. Know a good safecracker?”

			“No. I know a good locksmith, though,” she said. “I also know Fitz.” Then she leaned in and kissed him. “For luck,” she said smiling.

			

			THE OFFICE OF Lonesome River Investments was in the older part of Missoula on the river. The partnership had bought the narrow two-story brick building. It had a vintage clothing store on one side and a coffee shop on the other side, both leased to the businesses.

			Bella used her key to open the outer door. They stepped into a stairwell and she locked the door behind him before they started up the stairs to the second-floor offices.

			This floor had been completely remodeled with lots of glass and shiny metal. Her father, who’d originally started the business, had been content with the original exposed brick and worn hardwood floors. But Edwin had insisted appearance meant everything when dealing with other people’s money.

			She used her key to open the door off the landing and quickly put in the security code. She felt Tommy’s worried gaze. Wouldn’t the first thing Fitz would have done be to change the code?

			No alarm sounded. Bella let out the breath she’d been holding, but grew more wary as she neared the separate offices. Edwin’s was the first along the hall across from her father’s. Fitz’s office was behind his father’s with storage and a conference room at the end of the short hallway.

			She passed Edwin’s dark office and headed straight for Fitz’s. She told herself that while Edwin had to be in on this scheme, Fitz would keep the evidence close—not trusting anyone—including his father.

			As she reached the door to his office, she was only a little surprised to find it locked. She and Tommy had expected this.

			“I’ve got this,” Tommy said and pulled out his lock pick set. “Thanks to my misspent youth.” It took him only a few moments to get the door open.

			“Nice job,” she said. Both of them had gotten quite good at picking locks as teenagers. It was a skill though that they’d never imagined using at this age, she thought.

			Once in his office, she turned on the overhead light knowing it would be less suspicious from the street to alert security. Her father paid for a security patrol in the area.

			Bella went right to Fitz’s desk. It was too clean. No desktop computer. No laptop, either. Which meant that Fitz always had it with him in that large briefcase he carried.

			She wondered what he actually did for his pay here. She opened each drawer. All too neat. The bottom drawer was locked. She motioned to Tommy that she needed his lock pick when he was finished.

			Tommy had gone to the filing cabinets against the wall, picked the lock and was now going through the files.

			She was rusty at this, but the desk drawer lock was simple enough it didn’t take her long. She opened the drawer. Empty except for a single folder. She pulled it out and placed it on the table. As she did, photos fell out and spread across the table.

			Tommy was at her side in an instant, having heard the shocked sound she’d made. Every photo was of Bella. They appeared to have been taken over the years, most with a telephoto lens from some distance. Tommy was in many of the photos.

			“What the hell?” he said as he went through them. “Sick bastard.”

			“He’s apparently been spying on us for years,” she said, surprised her voice sounded almost normal given the trembling inside her. She’d become the man’s obsession long before she had any idea of what was going on in Fitz’s mind.

			“Has he been planning this for years?” Tommy said more to himself than her. He started to throw the photos in the empty trash can under the desk, but stopped himself. “This could be evidence if things go south.” He pulled out his phone and spread the photos across the desk next to the calendar with “E. Fitzgerald III” on it and snapped a half dozen shots.

			She put the photos back into the file and locked them in the drawer again. She felt uneasy and realized why. Had Fitz known she would break into his office? Had he put them in the locked drawer for her to find?

			“Did you find anything?” she asked Tommy.

			He shook his head as he started around the room, peering under the artwork until he found what he’d been looking for. Removing the painting that had been covering the safe, he took a photo of the safe. “You really do know a locksmith who might be able to open it?” he asked as she joined him.

			“Maybe.” Bella thought of the single file in the locked drawer. Fitz had known she would break into his office, break into his desk. She couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d wanted her to find it.

			She touched the dial on the safe and slowly began to turn it.

			“Bella?” Tommy said next to her.

			Not answering, she finished putting in her birthday. Something clunked inside the safe and the door popped open.

			Tommy let out an oath. “What the—”

			The safe was empty except for an envelope addressed to her. She hesitated before she pulled it out. It wasn’t sealed. Taking out the folded sheet inside she read:

			Did you really think I would leave anything here at the office, Bella? You think you know me so well, but the truth is I know you better. I’ve been watching you for years. That’s why I can predict your every move. Speaking of moving, you should get out of there. The moment you opened the safe a silent alarm went off. Security will be all over this building within four minutes.

			She crumpled the note in her fist even as she and Tommy quickly exited the building. They had planned to look around Edwin’s office. Another time, she thought. Except next time, Fitz would have had the locks or the security code changed.

			They were a block away when they heard the sirens and saw the lights as security descended on the Lonesome River Associates offices.

			They would have already called Fitz.

			

			FITZ SMILED TO himself as he hung up the phone. Bella thought she could outsmart him. He couldn’t wait to see her face. But not tonight, he thought as he turned back toward the woman lying in bed. She was waiting for him, the covers pulled back, exposing her lovely breasts.

			Bella was right. He could have most any woman he wanted, like this classic beauty waiting for him. He could do anything he wanted to her. That was what money and power got him.

			Yet even as he had the thought, he felt his desire fade. There was only one woman he wanted. Bella. He told himself he would have her soon.

			“You should go,” he said, turning away to reach for his robe. “It’s late.”

			“Are you sure?” She sounded disappointed even though he’d already had his fill of her.

			For a moment, he reconsidered. A bird in the hand... Or in this case, a breast. He dropped his robe knowing this woman would do anything he asked her and come back for more.

			“There’s something I would like,” he said and opened the drawer next to his bed. Her eyes widened and she drew back a little. “Is there a problem?” he asked as he pulled out the device.

			She shook her head as he tossed her a gag and watched her put it on with trembling fingers. All he could think about was seeing that kind of fear and then pain in Bella’s green eyes. She would learn soon enough who was in charge now.

			

			“I HATE THE thought of you out at the ranch with that man,” Tommy said when they reached the fire tower where they’d left his pickup earlier.

			She’d turned off her engine, letting the summer darkness and quiet in. For a few moments, they sat in silence. “He thinks he knows me.”

			Tommy saw her shift her gaze to him in the darkness of the car. Overhead the sky was splattered with stars, but down here in the pines there were deep pockets of darkness.

			“I’m afraid he proved tonight that he knows me better than I know him,” she said, her voice breaking. “He’s been one step ahead of me.”

			He reached for her, drawing her to him. She rested her head against his chest as he smoothed her hair. “He won’t win. We won’t let him. We can beat him, the two of us.”

			She nodded against his chest and pulled back, biting her lower lip for a moment. “What now?”

			“James said you might want to demand to see what he’s got against your father. That would let us know where he’s keeping it. You could also demand an audit of the books. If Fitz wasn’t expecting that move—”

			“But if he is expecting it, that would alert the IRS of the embezzlement.”

			Tommy nodded. “It would mean calling Fitz’s bluff. If the auditor suspected at all that there was a second set of books...”

			She shook her head. “I don’t know. So far Fitz seems to have thought of everything—the drugs in my father’s car, the embezzlement, the setup at his office. Clearly, he’s been planning this for a long time.”

			Tommy nodded. “It’s a risk, but it could buy us time.”

			“Let me think about it,” Bella said. “Maybe I’ll talk to my father. I don’t know that Fitz showed him the doctored books. You could be right and they don’t even exist.”

			Tommy nodded and said, “Exactly,” but he thought she was probably right the first time. Fitz had planned this. There would be doctored books. What if an audit only put her father in even more jeopardy with the law?

			“What did you find out about Mammoth Securities Inc.?” she asked.

			“Edwin dumped it at a loss,” Tommy said. “That’s all I’ve been able to find out.”

			Bella started the car. “I’ll call you tomorrow the first chance I get.”

			He wanted to warn her to be careful. But she knew better than anyone what was at stake—and how dangerous Fitz was. “I did want to ask you to marry me.” The words just came out as he reached for his door handle and looked back at her.

			She smiled. “Is that right?”

			Tommy nodded. “I still plan to.” With that he got out and headed for his pickup. Had he looked back he would have seen her smiling.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Bella had seen the vehicles pull up in the ranch yard last night from her bedroom window. As she watched a half dozen men exit the vehicles, Fitz drove up and got out of his car before leading the men into the house. Even from where she stood watching, she could see that the men were armed. Several of them looked like thugs. She noticed that those two were the ones Fitz had pulled aside to talk to.

			Fitz was preparing for war, she thought, imagining the ranch becoming a fortress to keep only one person in—her. After that, she’d had a fitful night, sleeping little. This morning she’d showered and dressed, determined not to let Fitz get to her.

			Her cell phone rang and she saw it was Whitney. She hadn’t spoken to her since they’d gotten together after her weekend with Tommy. “Hey,” she said as she picked up.

			“What is going on? I just heard that you’re engaged to Fitz and getting married in a matter of days?”

			“It’s a long story. I can’t get into it right now,” she said, wondering if one of the guards was listening outside her bedroom door. “Needless to say, things have been a bit complicated since I returned to the ranch.”

			“What happened with Tommy?” her friend asked, sounding sad.

			“I still feel the same and I’m pretty sure so does he. It’s going to work out.” Her voice broke. “It has to.” She hoped she sounded more positive than she felt right now. “Think good thoughts for me.”

			“You know I will. I’m a hopeless romantic.”

			She disconnected and started down the hallway to the stairs. As she did, she heard Fitz’s raised voice coming from the guest quarters. Glancing around, she checked first to make sure none of his security was around before she moved down the hallway. Stopping at his door, she listened. He was angry with someone. She didn’t catch a lot of his words. He seemed to be walking around with the phone.

			“I don’t care what you think,” Fitz snapped. “I want this and damned if I won’t have her.”

			Bella felt a chill as she realized that he was arguing with someone about her.

			“You will back me on this or I’ll take you down with him,” Fitz yelled. “That’s right, you don’t think I didn’t see this coming?” The laugh made her shudder. “That’s right, you did teach me everything I know. Thanks, Dad. But if you bail on me now you’ll wish you hadn’t.”

			At the sound of footfalls coming up the stairs, she hurried down the hall before she turned and pretended to only just now be leaving her room. Her heart pounded so hard she thought for sure the security guard who appeared would be able to hear it.

			She gave him a smile, but he barely gave her a glance, confirming what she’d suspected. They’d been told not to interact with her in any way. Of course Fitz would want them only loyal to him. The rough-looking guard continued on down the hallway toward Fitz’s room. She heard him knock and Fitz open the door and call him by name. Roman. Fitz asked about Milo.

			Roman said Milo was on his way. Then the door closed and she could no longer hear their voices. She swallowed, straightened her spine and went downstairs, but had barely reached the first floor when she heard someone coming. The men he’d called Ronan and Milo exited the house without a word.

			Right behind them was Fitz. He saw her and he gave her that annoying smirk. It had changed little from the time he was a boy. But now she saw satisfaction in his eyes. They were dark, brooding, so different from Tommy’s sky blue eyes that spoke of summer days and sunshine.

			“Have a nice night?” Fitz asked as if he’d secretly put spiders in her bed. She could imagine what he’d been like at camp—if he’d ever gone.

			“Actually,” she said, thinking of Tommy’s last words to her, “I did.” She smiled, turning his smirk into a frown. “I see you bought some friends.”

			He started to correct her when he realized she’d purposely not said brought. She watched him grind his teeth for a moment. “I want you to be safe so I’ve hired some men to make sure you are.”

			They had lined up in the living room as if waiting for assignments. Bella knew it was Fitz’s idea, a show of force. None of them scared her as much as Fitz himself.

			“One of them is a cook?” she inquired. “I hope so because I haven’t had my breakfast yet.” She knew that needling Fitz wasn’t smart, but she couldn’t stand how self-righteous he’d looked when he’d entered her house last night with his soldiers as if it were his own. It would be soon enough if he got his way, she reminded herself.

			“Roberto,” Fitz snapped. “You’re in charge of the kitchen. I don’t want Bella to lift a finger in there. In fact, I don’t want her in there at all. Can you make sure she has no reason to enter?”

			“Yes, sir,” Roberto said and looked toward her. “Just tell me what you would like for breakfast, Miss Worthington.”

			The man showing her respect clearly grated on Fitz. She could see him struggling to keep from saying something.

			“It’s Bella and thank you, Roberto. Surprise me.”

			As if he could take no more, Fitz barked orders to the five other men to act as security for the ranch house and her. She realized he must be putting them up in the bunkhouse, which meant they would be on the property 24/7 until the wedding.

			Bella took a seat at the table in the dining room to wait for her breakfast even though the thought of food made her sick to her stomach. But she would eat every bite even as her stomach roiled. It was clear what Fitz was doing. How long before he ordered the men not to let her leave the house?

			Roberto made her huevos rancheros. When she told him that she loved Mexican dishes, he promised to order chorizo, pinto beans, all kinds of peppers and tortillas to make some dishes she might like.

			She thanked him and ate her breakfast, which was delicious and seemed to calm her. Her thoughts ricocheted back and forth from dark ones of Fitz to happier ones of Tommy. When she finished, she knew better than to take her plate to the kitchen. She unhooked her shoulder bag from the back of her chair and headed for the front door.

			Her burner cell phone was hidden in her car. She’d felt it would be safer there than in her purse or even in her room. Fitz had already shown how low he would stoop. She knew it wouldn’t be long before he started going through her things.

			She had just reached the front door when she heard Fitz behind her.

			“Wait!” he called, his footsteps heavy on the stone floor. Her skin crawled as he came up behind her. “Where do you think you’re going?”

			She took a deep breath and let it out slowly before she turned to face him. “I’m going into town to get my hair trimmed and my nails done. Do you have a problem with that?”

			“I don’t think it’s safe, you running around with that big rock on your finger,” Fitz said. “I’d prefer you take one of our security guards with you.”

			“I’d prefer not.” She pulled the ring from her finger and dropped it unceremoniously on the entry table. It rattled as it skittered across the glossy top, coming to a stop on the edge before almost plummeting to the stone floor. “Problem solved,” she said and reached for the door handle.

			He grabbed her arm and jerked her back around to face him, squeezing her wrist until she let out a cry. “Haven’t you caused enough trouble for your poor father? You don’t want to underestimate how far I will go. You will do as I say.”

			“So you think,” she spat over the pain as he continued to grip her wrist nearly to the point of breaking it. “But you will keep your hands to yourself and I will do as I please. You take it out on my father again and I will slit your throat while you sleep. Try me, if you don’t believe me.”

			Fitz let go of her, flinging her arm away. “Once we’re married—”

			She didn’t wait to hear the rest of his declaration as she held back tears of pain, turned and walked out the door. She figured he would station a security guard at his door tonight—and probably one at hers as well.

			

			TOMMY HAD BEEN expecting Bella’s call. “Hey,” he answered, relieved. Every moment she was in that house with Fitz she was in danger. “You all right?”

			“Fine.”

			He heard too much in that one word. “What’s happened?”

			“Just Fitz being Fitz,” she said, brushing it off. “I’m on my way to Edwin Mattson’s office. I heard Fitz arguing with him on the phone this morning. He might help us.”

			“I’ll meet you outside of town at Four Corners. We can leave your car there,” Tommy said and disconnected. Four Corners was an old café and gas station where two county roads crossed.

			On the drive into Missoula, he broached the subject. “Maybe you should move off the ranch.”

			“Even if I would give him the satisfaction, he wouldn’t allow it. He’s made it clear that he’ll do even worse to my father. Last night he moved a half dozen security guards onto the ranch. Earlier...” She seemed to hesitate and he saw her touch her wrist. “He tried to keep me from leaving.”

			“If he hurt you—”

			“I told him that until the wedding, he wasn’t to touch me and that I would do as I pleased.”

			“And he agreed to that?”

			“Agreed probably isn’t the right word, but he didn’t try to stop me.” She turned to look at him as he drove. “Don’t worry about me. I can hold my own.”

			He didn’t doubt that under normal circumstances. But this was Fitz. And now he had security guards at the ranch?

			“We just need to get our hands on whatever he tricked my father into signing. Maybe Edwin will help us.”

			Tommy had his doubts, but he didn’t voice them. Edwin and Fitz had always seemed a lot alike, two peas in a pod. But if Bella was right and Edwin was against this, then maybe he would help. Unless he was just as scared of what his son was capable of doing as the rest of them.

			“Did you know that six months ago, your father and Edwin’s company changed tax accountants?” She shook her head. “I suspect it was Fitz’s doing. He didn’t want their old accountant to catch any red flags.”

			“So six months,” she said. “That at least narrows it down.”

			He nodded. “Which means past tax returns won’t help until we have the current records. I’m wondering if it would do any good to talk to the former, fired accountant.”

			Bella smiled over at him. “I knew coming to you was the right thing to do.”

			Tommy took her hand and squeezed it, hoping she didn’t regret it. “But first we see Edwin. Fitz already knows that you broke into the office. I don’t think it hurts for him to know that you’re not alone in this, that I’m doing everything I can to help you.”

			She nodded but he could tell she was worried. “Just be careful.”

			“I will. I don’t think he’ll do anything more to your father at this point,” Tommy said, hoping that was true and glad when she agreed.

			There was no one at the front desk when they entered the main office. He saw Bella glance at the empty assistant’s desk and frown. The nameplate on the desk read Dorothy Brennan, he noticed as they passed.

			They walked down the same short hallway they had the other night. Edwin’s door was slightly ajar. Bella pushed it open.

			The white-haired man behind the desk looked up. Tommy hadn’t seen Edwin Mattson in quite a few years and was shocked by how much he’d aged. He seemed surprised to see them. Not just surprised, but nervous.

			“What are you...” He looked at the landline phone on his desk as if wanting to call someone for help. Dorothy? Or Fitz?

			Tommy closed the door behind them and locked it.

			Edwin’s eyes widened. He stumbled to his feet. “Bella, what... If this is about Fitz... None of this is my doing. You have to understand—”

			“I do understand,” Bella said as she stepped into the room and took a chair. Tommy continued to stand, his back to the door. “I heard you on the phone this morning with Fitz. He’s got something on you as well as my father.”

			Edwin slowly lowered himself back into his chair. “I don’t know what to say.”

			“I thought you and my father were friends,” she said. “You really won’t help him?”

			The older man wagged his head. “I can’t, even if...”

			“What is Fitz holding over your head?” she asked. “Mammoth Securities?”

			His eyes widened. “How did you know about—”

			“I overheard my father telling you not to get involved with them.”

			Edwin looked sick. “I should have listened to him.”

			“Which is also why you can’t let my father go to prison for something he didn’t do. Fitz has no conscience but I’m hoping you do.”

			The older man reddened as he looked up at her. “It isn’t like your father is completely innocent. He’s embezzled money from the partnership before.”

			“That’s not true,” she snapped.

			“I’m afraid it is. That time, I caught it and we remedied the problem before it was discovered. I would imagine though that it is where Fitz got the idea to use it against Nolan.”

			Tommy could see that Bella was shaken. “When was this?” she asked and listened as Edwin gave her the details. “But this time?” she asked, her voice breaking.

			Edwin shook his head. “I don’t know. Fitz swears Nolan’s at it again. Are you aware that he has a drug problem?”

			“Fitz or my father? My father definitely doesn’t. It’s all part of this web of lies that Fitz is spinning to control me. That’s why I need to prove that Fitz is trying to frame him,” Bella said.

			“It isn’t that easy,” the older man said with a sigh.

			“Why is that?” Tommy asked.

			Edwin seemed to recognize him then. “You’re one of those Colt boys.”

			“Tommy Colt. I’m working with my brother at Colt Investigations.”

			The man nodded, looking sicker, as if things had gotten even worse. “You realize that if Fitz finds out you came to me...” Edwin shook his head. “You’d be wise not to cross him. Either of you. You have no idea how far he’ll go.”

			“Oh, I have a pretty good idea,” Bella said. “Surely you can see that he’ll take you and my father down as well. He can’t be trusted to keep his word—even if I did marry him.”

			“If you don’t marry him...” Edwin looked terrified at the thought of what his son would do. “I wish I could help, but my hands are tied. You coming here with...” He glanced toward Tommy again. “You’re only making matters worse for yourself. Once Fitz has made his point—”

			“You don’t believe that. He’s determined to destroy me and my father. It sounds like he plans to do the same to you.”

			Edwin started to come around his desk. “I’ll see you out.”

			Tommy shook his head as he unlocked the door. “Don’t bother. You made this monster. You need to take care of it.”

			“Tommy’s right,” Bella said. “You’re just as guilty as he is if you don’t do something to stop your son.”

			“Don’t you think I would have stopped him a long time ago, if I could?” Edwin demanded and followed them to the door to slam it behind the two of them.

			As they were leaving, Bella slowed at Dorothy’s desk and picked up what appeared to be a dead potted plant before heading for the door.

			“Are you all right?” he asked once they were outside. She was hugging the pot with the dead plant, looking close to tears. “Edwin could have been lying.” He didn’t believe that and he knew she didn’t, either, but she looked as if she needed a little hope. He glanced at the pot. “I hate to even ask.”

			“Dorothy. Her plant is dead.” Bella met his gaze. “Which means she not only got fired, but also left in a hurry without her plant.”

			“Sounds like Fitz is cleaning house,” Tommy said. “First the accountant, now the administrative assistant. You thinking what I am?”

			Bella glanced at her cell phone. “I want to talk to her, but I can’t be gone any longer today. I’m hoping to get into Fitz’s room when he leaves again.”

			“Please be careful,” Tommy said.

			“Believe me, I am,” she said. “How are you doing on tracking down the company’s former accountant?”

			“Working on it.” He hated to tell her that the man seemed to have disappeared.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Fitz was waiting for her when she entered the ranch house. “Roberto has made us a special dinner.”

			“I’m not hungry,” she said.

			“Please join me. I have something we need to discuss,” he said. “Unless you no longer care what happens to your father.” He started to take hold of her arm, but then seemed to think better of it even though clearly she wasn’t really being given a choice about dinner.

			“Why don’t you lead the way,” he said and stepped to the side to let her pass. “We’re having steak, my favorite. As I recall, you don’t like steak. Probably because you had so much of it growing up. There was always beef in your freezer, wasn’t there.”

			“I was raised in Montana on a cattle ranch,” she said as she stepped past him. Even though they hadn’t touched, she still felt her skin crawl. But what Edwin had told her about her father’s earlier embezzlement had her shaken. If true, could it also be the case this time as well?

			“Yes, growing up on this ranch,” Fitz said. “That’s probably why you didn’t appreciate it and why you looked down your nose at me when I always asked for steak when we visited here.”

			“Stop pretending you were some poor kid who went without food. If I looked down my nose at you, Fitz, it was because you were as rude, obnoxious and demanding as a boy as you are now as a man,” she said as they entered the dining room, where Roberto was ready to pour the wine. “I see you’ve gotten into our wine cellar as well as into our freezer,” she said under her breath.

			Fitz seemed to clamp his jaw down as he took his chair and Roberto helped her with hers. The wine poured, Roberto went into the kitchen, leaving them alone. Bella watched Fitz straighten everything before settling back in his chair. She could imagine what life would be like married to this awful, self-absorbed man. She felt sorry for any woman innocent enough to marry him. It certainly wasn’t going to be her.

			“Did you have a nice day?” she asked as she took a sip of her wine. He wanted to play at being husband and wife? She’d play along—to an extent.

			“Very much so,” he said. “And you?”

			“It could have been better,” she said and put down her wineglass after taking a sip. It was one of her father’s expensive wines, which came as no surprise. Of course Fitz would help himself to the best. But she had to keep her wits about her.

			Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed that the door to her father’s den was open. But it was what she saw inside that made her momentarily freeze. Her father’s gun safe stood open. There were no guns inside.

			She looked at Fitz, who was smiling. She smiled back. Was he so afraid that she might shoot him? Was he going to hide all the knives in the kitchen as well? She would have found it amusing under other circumstances, she thought, as Roberto brought out their meals.

			“Your father made bail, I heard,” Fitz said. “I suppose you’ve talked to him. I hope he’s doing all right. Maybe we should have him committed to rehab—at least until the wedding. What do you think?”

			She met his gaze and laughed. “Actually, he committed himself. He needs a good rest and it will look good when he has to go before the judge.”

			Fitz’s surprise that he’d been outmaneuvered was wonderful to see. She took pleasure in it, wanting to gloat. She and her father had anticipated what Fitz would do next and had beaten him to the punch.

			He picked up his knife and fork and began to hack at his steak with angry jabs at the meat. “You didn’t get your hair trimmed or your nails done.”

			She said nothing. He wanted her to know that he’d checked up on her. That he would be checking every time she left the house—if not having her followed. She’d never been fond of steak but sliced a bite off and put it in her mouth.

			Moments before, she’d been gloating—a mistake. If she thought she could beat this man at his game, she’d better think again. She chewed and met his gaze head-on. “No, I didn’t go. I changed my mind. I was too upset after I left the house.”

			“So what did you do?” he asked as he took too much time cutting his steak. He knew she’d posted her father’s bail. She should have seen it in his smugness the moment she saw him before he’d insisted she join him for dinner. But he’d gone straight to rehab.

			“I’m curious,” she said, not answering his question. “Is your plan to marry a woman who you’re determined to make hate you to the point that she would kill you in your sleep?”

			He looked up from his steak. “Do you really think I care how you feel about me?” He laughed. “This won’t be a real marriage, Bella. Once I completely destroy you and your father, once you’re flat broke and broken, I’ll dump you in the street. I’ll sell your precious ranch and I’ll move to some exotic place where I can have any woman I want—just as you said.”

			His words shocked her more than they should have. Wasn’t this exactly what she’d thought he would do? He’d never wanted her. This was about humiliation. He’d felt small around her and her father. Apparently he couldn’t live with that unless he brought her down and her father with her. Which meant even if she agreed to marry him, he would still send her father to prison.

			“You do realize how pathetic that makes you sound, don’t you?” she asked and took a bite of the twice-baked potato on her plate.

			Fitz bristled, slamming down his knife and fork. Both clattered to his plate. A piece of steak flew off and onto the tablecloth. “I know you went to see Edwin. You and Tommy Colt. Did you really think my father wouldn’t tell me?”

			Bella considered that for a moment. She’d seen how scared Edwin had been of his only son. She should have known he’d tell Fitz, fearing that Fitz would find out and punish him even further.

			She could see that Fitz was having trouble leaving the bite of steak on the tablecloth. Grease had started to leave a stain. She leaned forward, warning herself that she was taking this too far, but unable to stop herself. She snatched up the piece of steak from the table and tossed it back on his plate.

			“You know what I think?” she said at his horrified look. His gaze kept going from the stain on the tablecloth to the piece of steak balancing on the edge of his plate. “I think this has something to do with your mother leaving you when you were five.” All the color drained from Fitz’s face. “I heard your father tell mine that you cried for days. I can’t imagine how traumatic that must have been for you. I think it explains a lot about why you’re acting out now and why—”

			Fitz shot to his feet, overturning his water glass and knocking his chair backward. It crashed to the floor. “If you ever mention my mother again—” The words spewed from his mouth along with spittle.

			“I’m just trying to understand where all this hate comes from,” she said. From the look in his eyes, she’d taken it too far and yet it didn’t feel like far enough at all. Look what the bastard was doing to her family.

			For a moment, she thought he might have a heart attack. He stood swaying slightly as if trying to speak, but no more words came out. He heaved, each breath labored, his eyes poison-tipped darts aimed straight for her. When he did start to move, she realized he might launch himself across the table and go for her throat.

			She picked up her knife. Let him come.

			“Mr. Mattson? Can I get you anything else? Dessert is almost...” Roberto realized he had interrupted something. “Ready.”

			It took a moment for both of them to acknowledge that they were no longer alone. Fitz seemed to take a breath, his gaze shifting from her to the table and finally to Roberto standing in the kitchen doorway.

			“Clean up this mess,” Fitz snapped and shoved away from the table to storm out of the room.

			Bella slowly put down her knife. “I think we’re finished, but thank you, Roberto.” She hated to think what might have happened if the man hadn’t interrupted them.

			“I will see that some dessert is sent up to your room, Miss—Bella,” Roberto said.

			She smiled at him as she put down her napkin and rose. “Thank you.” She almost warned him that being kind to her would get him fired. But her heart was still in her throat. How would she survive this? Unless she could find a way out, she wouldn’t.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			To Bella’s surprise there wasn’t a guard outside her door the next morning. She’d had a fitful night filled with nightmares. As she made her way down to breakfast, she wasn’t looking forward to seeing Fitz after last night. She told herself she would try to be pleasant. Even as she thought it, she found herself grinding her teeth.

			But as she approached the dining room, she heard the sound of his sports car engine rev. When she looked out, she saw him speeding away.

			Was he going into Missoula to see his father? She wondered if she should call Edwin to warn him. Then again, Edwin had told Fitz about their visit and had refused to help, so she figured he was on his own. After all, Fitz was his son.

			“Good morning,” Roberto said as he came into the dining room. “I have a special breakfast for you. Please have a seat.”

			She felt as if she were in a fancy restaurant rather than at the ranch. Her father had a cook who made meals when they were here at the ranch and had company. The rest of the time, they did for themselves.

			“I have for you this morning quesadilla frita,” Roberto said with obvious pride. “Two crispy tortillas topped with black beans, layered with fried egg, ham and cheese, and topped with my special spicy sauce. Served with a side of fried plantain.”

			“This looks wonderful,” she said, admiring the dish. She asked about this family and if he’d always enjoyed cooking.

			“I would spend time with my grandmother in Mexico,” he said. “We would cook together. Everyone loved her cooking. I hope you enjoy your breakfast,” he said and retreated to the kitchen.

			Bella dug in, surprised by how hungry she was before she realized that she hadn’t eaten but a couple of bites of dinner last night. After she finished, she stuck her head into the kitchen doorway and thanked him.

			Then she’d hurriedly gotten ready to leave before Fitz returned. Her first stop was the rehab center her father had checked himself into. It was small and expensive and more like a spa than rehab, but money well spent if it helped should this ever go before a judge.

			She found her father sitting out in the garden. He heard her approach, his expression brightening at the sight of her. She joined him on the bench and let herself breathe. Her father looked good, although she could still see fear in his eyes.

			“I can’t stand the thought of you having to deal with Fitz alone,” he said, glancing around to make sure no one was listening. They were alone in the garden except for a man trimming a hedge in the distance. The buzz of his saw sounded like a swarm of bees.

			Bella turned her face up to the warm sun. She took a deep breath and caught the scent of freshly mown lawn and pine from the nearby trees.

			“I’m not alone,” she said. “I’ve hired Colt Investigations.”

			“You aren’t serious?”

			She turned to meet his gaze. “I trust them. They are about the only ones I trust right now. You didn’t tell me that this isn’t the first time money has gone missing. Only last time, you paid it back.”

			“Who told you that?” her father demanded.

			“Edwin.”

			Nolan Worthington slumped a little on the bench and turned his face away. “I’d made a couple of bad investments. You were in college. I couldn’t borrow any money from the bank without worrying clients... So I borrowed some from the business.”

			Bella shook her head. “Is there more I don’t know about?”

			“No,” he said, turning back to her. “I swear. But that’s probably what gave Fitz the idea. It was stupid, but fortunately Edwin caught it and I sold some assets over time and paid every cent back.”

			“How do I know that this time is any different?” she asked.

			His face reddened. “I didn’t take the money.” Her father shifted on the bench. “But no one is going to believe me if my own daughter doesn’t.”

			She said nothing for a few moments as she tried to breathe. The sky overhead was cornflower blue, dotted with cumulous clouds that morphed in the breeze. She loved Montana summers. They always reminded her of Tommy. Back when they were kids the summer seemed to stretch out before them with so many possibilities.

			Now she could feel the days slipping past, headed for the train wreck of a wedding that she wasn’t even sure would save her father if she was stupid enough to let Fitz force her into it.

			Her father spoke, drawing her out of her thoughts. “About six months ago, I was considering retiring. I’d had enough of Fitz. Edwin was cowed by him. I wanted out of the partnership, but Fitz wasn’t having it. He made me an offer for the ranch.” Her father hurried on as he saw her horrified expression. “I told him he’d never have the ranch, that I had my lawyers put it in your name. He got really upset.”

			She stared at him. “You think that’s when he decided to force me to marry him for the ranch?”

			Nolan shrugged. “I doubt it’s that simple. Fitz probably doesn’t even know what he wants. It’s just something he doesn’t have. Maybe he thinks if he had you and the ranch, he would be happy.”

			She laughed. “Is he really that juvenile? I would make his life a living hell and enjoy every minute of it.” Bella couldn’t believe this. The ranch was safe as long as she didn’t marry Fitz—if she did, under Montana law he would own half of it. But she thought her father was right. It wasn’t the ranch Fitz wanted so badly. He wanted revenge for feeling less around her and her father and the ranch.

			Nolan reached over and took her hand. “I got myself into this mess. You need to let me get myself out even if it means going to prison.”

			She sighed. “You know I won’t let that happen.”

			“I’m not sure either of us has a choice,” he said, letting go of her hand. “But if you marry him—”

			“Don’t worry,” she said, getting to her feet. “I’m not going to marry him. I’ll find a way out of this for both of us.”

			Her father still looked as scared and worried as she felt. She touched his shoulder. “I’ll think of something.”

			As she left, Tommy called.

			“I got an address for Dorothy Brennan, but we need to hurry,” he said. “Her landlord said she gave notice and is in the process of moving out.” He rattled off the address. “I’ll meet you there.”

			

			DOROTHY BRENNAN HAD been with her father’s company from as far back at Bella could remember. A tall, thin, serious woman, she’d kept small treats in her desk for when Bella visited her father at work. The one thing she knew about Dorothy was that she loved plants. The one on her desk had been started from a cutting her grandmother had given her.

			While she’d never married or had children, Dorothy had kept this plant alive for decades. That was why when Bella had seen it sitting on the woman’s desk dead, she’d known something was terribly wrong. Dorothy wouldn’t have left that plant behind.

			Tommy was parked down the block when Bella arrived. She parked and got out as he joined her. They walked up the driveway to where Dorothy was loading boxes into the back of her SUV.

			When she saw Bella, she started and glanced around as if expecting...who? Edwin? Fitz? Or the cops? The woman looked haggard and scared. Her gaze lit on the pot Bella was carrying and hope shone in her eyes.

			“Miss Brennan,” Bella said, calling her by the name she always had, as she approached. Tommy quickly took the box from the older woman and put it into the SUV for her. “This is Tommy Colt, a friend of mine. Could we talk to you for a moment?” She held out the pot. “I’m sorry about your plant, but I couldn’t leave it in that office.”

			Dorothy took the pot, looked down at the skeleton of her dead plant and hugged the pot to her. For a moment she studied each of them, then nodded and led the way inside the apartment. There wasn’t much left except a couch and chair and a bed in the one bedroom that had been stripped. Bella assumed someone would be picking up the larger, heavier items and taking them wherever the woman was headed.

			“Please sit down,” Dorothy said as she set the pot on a windowsill in the sun. “I’d offer you something to drink but...” She glanced around, her throat working.

			“We don’t need anything but a few minutes of your time,” Bella said quickly. “What happened at the office?”

			The woman’s gaze was shiny with tears as she turned to her. “I was fired. In a text from the young Mr. Mattson. I tried to go back for my things, but I was met at the door by two security guards and told I couldn’t enter. I asked for my plant and was told it had been thrown out.”

			“I’m sorry,” Bella said, touching the woman’s shoulder. “This was Fitz’s doing?”

			Dorothy shrugged. “He’s the one who gave me notice, but I assumed the others knew.”

			“My father wasn’t involved,” she said. “He’s been pushed out as well.”

			She saw concern in the woman’s face. “Nolan was always kind to me. I’m sorry.”

			“You aren’t surprised that my father was forced out.”

			Dorothy shook her head. “I knew something was going on.”

			“Do you know what?” Bella asked.

			“I heard things about Nolan, but I didn’t believe them.”

			“Fitz is blackmailing my father, saying that Nolan embezzled a lot of money. He says he has proof.”

			“We suspect he has doctored books that show the losses coming from Nolan,” Tommy said.

			“There was money missing,” Dorothy confirmed. “I heard Fitz arguing with his father about it. Edwin said that if it got out to clients it would destroy the business.”

			“If my father didn’t take the money...”

			The older woman met her gaze. “It was Fitz. You’ve seen his sports car?” Bella nodded. “It’s just the tip of the iceberg.” For a moment, Dorothy didn’t look as if she was going to continue. “There’s the country club and his lunches with so-called clients. But his big expense is his gambling and the woman he’s putting up in a penthouse in Spokane.”

			“Do you have the woman’s name and address?” Tommy asked.

			Again Dorothy hesitated but only for a moment. “I wrote it all down. I was angry. Not that I thought I could do anything about it.” She went to the few items she had stacked by the door, picked up her purse and opened it.

			From inside, she took out what appeared to be copies of expense sheets. “These are the real ones,” she said, handing them to Bella. “These are the ones he turned in to the business. I’ve been keeping two sets and keeping my mouth shut. He told me that if I talked, he’d say I stole from the company and have me arrested. He made me sign a nondisclosure agreement in order to get my last paycheck.”

			“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure it never comes back on you,” Bella said, knowing that this wasn’t enough to stop Fitz anyway. But it was a start. “Do you have any idea where he’s hiding the evidence that would show my father took the money?”

			Dorothy shook her head. “I’m sorry. Clearly he didn’t trust me.” Her voice broke. “But...” She hesitated, then Bella saw the woman make up her mind. “One time I walked into his office and startled him. He quickly pulled a thumb drive from his laptop and palmed it until I left. I think that is probably what you’re looking for.”

			Bella looked around the almost empty apartment. “Where will you go?”

			“To Florida. My sister’s until I can find another job.”

			“Send me your address. I’ll let you know how it all ends.” If it ended the way she hoped, she would get Dorothy a decent severance package from the partnership or die trying.

			“I hope Fitz gets what’s coming to him,” Dorothy said.

			“So do we,” Bella agreed. Her cell phone rang. She checked. “Speak of the devil,” she said. “I have to answer this.” She stepped outside. Behind her, she heard Tommy asking if he could help Dorothy load anything else.

			“Hello.”

			“Where are you?” Fitz asked. When she didn’t answer, he said, “I’m making wedding plans. I need to know what your favorite flowers are.”

			Tommy joined her. Having overheard, he nodded and mouthed, “Tell him baby white roses.”

			She frowned since things were never going to go this far. Nor were those her favorite flowers and Tommy knew that. “Baby white roses.”

			“Excellent. That was going to be my choice,” Fitz said, sounding relieved that she wasn’t fighting him.

			“Lonesome Florist,” Tommy mouthed. His friend owned it, but she couldn’t see why that would make a difference.

			“I like the ones they have at Lonesome Florist,” she said. “Since you’re asking.”

			Fitz chuckled. “Got it. Oh, and you have a dress fitting scheduled tomorrow at two.”

			Bella looked at Tommy and had to bite down on her lip for a moment. “How thoughtful. You didn’t trust me to select my own wedding dress?”

			“I think you’ll find that I have excellent taste,” Fitz said with his usual arrogance. “I might surprise you.” She shook her head but said nothing. “I’ll leave the information about your fitting on the entry table in the hallway since you’re spending so little time here.”

			“Is that all?” she asked.

			“I heard you went to see your father,” Fitz said. “I hope he’s doing well.”

			“I’m sure you do,” she said sarcastically. “Goodbye.” She disconnected.

			“He thinks your father is why you’re not being so difficult,” Tommy said. “So let him think that.”

			“Let him think I’m giving in to him?” she demanded as she pocketed her phone and shook her head. “He’d be more suspicious if I played nice, trust me. What was that about the flowers and the shop?”

			“Just covering our bets. The owner is a friend. If it gets down to the wire, I could get you a message hidden in baby white roses.”

			Her pulse rate soared at the thought of it going that far. “Now what?”

			“It seems like it wouldn’t be that hard to prove that Fitz lives beyond his means and that he’s the one who’s been embezzling the money,” Tommy said. “Have you thought any more about asking him for evidence?”

			Bella shook her head. “Don’t forget he’s already framed my father for drug possession. But I might ask him before the fitting tomorrow to show me the proof of my father’s embezzlement.”

			“At least Nolan’s safe where he is now. I think we should check out Fitz’s woman in Spokane. It will take all day to go there and come back. Sounds like you’re busy tomorrow.”

			She hated it, but nodded. “I think I’d better go to the fitting. I can only push him so far without it hurting my father.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Bella was relieved to see Fitz’s car gone when she returned to the ranch. Several of the guards though could be seen on the property. She ignored them and hurried inside.

			Roberto had made her a special dinner, but she didn’t do it justice. She kept thinking about Tommy and their first kiss and smiling stupidly. She’d known it was inevitable and that once they stepped across that line there would be no going back. The kiss had been just as wonderful and magical as she knew it would be.

			Sitting on the deck of the fire tower had been the perfect spot to finally kiss. The summer night, the closeness she and Tommy had always shared, the chemistry that had always been there all added to that moment. But now she felt herself aching to be back in his arms. She wanted more. But also she knew how careful they had to be. If Fitz found out...

			She heard his car engine. A few minutes later he walked in carrying his briefcase and frowning. She wondered what he did all day. It hadn’t crossed her mind until that moment that maybe things weren’t going so well for him—and that it might not have anything to do with her. She thought about what Dorothy had told her. Was it possible her father wasn’t the only one who was broke? If Fitz was hurting for money, then he needed what he could get for the ranch. Which meant he had to get her to the altar post haste.

			The thought gave her little comfort as he came into the dining room. Roberto must have heard him. “Can I get you some dinner?” he asked Fitz, who shook his head and waved him away.

			The cook quickly slipped back into the kitchen, letting the swinging door close behind him. She wondered if Roberto stood on the other side listening. Not if he was smart.

			“Did you already eat?” she asked pointedly.

			He met her gaze, still standing over the table holding his briefcase. “No, I’m just not hungry, but I see you’ve had your fill.”

			Food shaming? It made her smile. “And I enjoyed every bite.”

			That wasn’t what he’d wanted to hear. “Some of us have to work. How is your business doing without you?”

			“Who says it’s without me?” she said, even though she hadn’t given it much thought since her father’s call. Fortunately, she’d hired good help and they were keeping things going without her.

			“I wonder what you do all day,” he said, narrowing his eyes at her.

			“I wonder what you do all day,” she said, narrowing her eyes at him.

			He shook his head. “I’m not up to sparring with you tonight.” He turned his back on her and started to walk away.

			“I want to see proof that my father was embezzling money from the partnership,” she said before he could escape.

			He stopped but didn’t turn around. “Why now?”

			“I was remiss in not asking sooner.”

			“You wouldn’t be able to understand it all. But an auditor would, especially one from the IRS.” His threat hung in the air.

			“I’m a lot smarter than you think. I run my own business,” she reminded him. “I’m going to need to see it or the engagement is off.”

			He turned then. The look in his eye made her shudder inside. She realized she could have chosen the wrong time to make any demands.

			She watched him fighting to keep his temper in check, refusing to drag her gaze away first or move a muscle.

			“Tomorrow. After your wedding dress fitting,” he said, his voice hoarse with emotion. “I’m too tired tonight.” With that, he turned and stalked off, his spine rigid with anger.

			She watched him storm up the stairs and disappear before she let out the breath she’d been holding.

			

			TOMMY KNOCKED ON the penthouse door. He’d brought a box of chocolates and a bouquet of flowers. He’d thought he’d have trouble getting past the security guard at the desk.

			“Mr. Mattson was very specific. I am to take these to her door and make sure she gets them,” he told the desk guard who started to argue. “He wants me to make sure she is alone,” Tommy whispered. “If I don’t call back soon...”

			“Fine, but be quick. I’ll call up to let her know you’re coming.”

			Tommy stopped him with a look.

			“Fine. Just go up. She’s in number two. The passcode is 409.” He waved him away as if to say that both the woman upstairs and Fitz were a pain in his behind. Tommy didn’t doubt it.

			The elevator let him out on the top floor. He walked down the hall to number two and knocked, wondering what kind of reception he would get. He couldn’t wait to see what kind of woman Fitz would actually pay money to keep.

			He made a mental bet with himself. The door opened. He lost the bet. Worse, for a moment, he was speechless. “Margo Collins?”

			“Yes?” The resemblance to Bella was shocking. Long dark hair. Green eyes. On closer inspection, he could see that she looked nothing like her beyond the obvious. Bella’s features were softer and she was a little shorter and curvier.

			“I have a delivery,” he managed to say around his shock.

			“From Fitz?” Margo asked and frowned. “He never gives me flowers but especially not chocolates. He says they’ll make me fat.”

			“I guess he changed his mind,” Tommy said, seeing that he’d messed up already.

			“Well, it’s okay with me,” she said with a giggle as she outstretched her arms for her gifts.

			“Mr. Mattson also wanted me to pick up something for him while I’m here.”

			She studied him for a moment as if noticing him for the first time, then shrugged and said, “Come in.”

			He followed her inside the apartment. Everything was white from the walls to the ceiling to the carpet on the floor and the furnishings. There were large windows that looked out on the hillside and the city.

			Margo headed for the kitchen with her presents. In the living room, the television was on a reality show. The place was so clean and neat, Tommy couldn’t believe anyone actually lived here.

			He noticed her rummaging around in the bouquet and realized that she was looking for a card from Fitz. “Mr. Mattson said he didn’t need a card because you already know how he feels about you.” Her face lit up. “I need a folder he thinks he left here.”

			“In here?” she asked and turned toward what appeared to be an office.

			Margo busied herself, humming as she put her flowers into a vase and opened the box of chocolates. “Oh, Fitzy, you really are going to make me fat. You never give me candy. Are you being a bad boy?” She chuckled as she popped a chocolate into her mouth.

			In the small office, Tommy quickly checked the desk. None of the drawers were locked. Nothing in them hardly. Nothing of interest, either.

			He looked up. Margo was standing in the doorway holding her box of chocolates. “You must be a new one,” she said. “Didn’t find what you were looking for?”

			He shook his head. “He said there were some papers...”

			“I bet he put them in his briefcase and forgot he took them,” she said with a chuckle. “That thing is practically attached to his arm lately, but I guess I don’t have to tell you that. Kind of like that thumb drive around his neck. I asked him what was so important. He said it holds the key to his heart.” She smiled and licked her lips. The scent of milk chocolate wafted toward him. “You won’t tell him I said that. He says I need to say less and think more.” She shrugged. “He’s right.” She looked sad for a moment, then considered her next piece of chocolate from the box and brightened.

			“Don’t worry, I won’t mention it if you don’t mention that I didn’t find what he sent me for. Like you said, the papers are probably in his briefcase and he forgot. I don’t want to tell him that he messed up.”

			She nodded knowingly. “Smart. Our secret.”

			“Maybe the flowers and chocolates should be, too. I have to confess. They were my idea. I thought it would be rude to just show up without something.” He gave her his best sheepish look.

			She looked guiltily down at the box in her hand. She’d already made a good dent in the contents. He watched her debating what to do.

			“Probably best not to mention the chocolates especially,” she said.

			He nodded and smiled. She seemed nice enough, though naive. “Our secret. Want me to bring anything else if he sends me back?”

			She nodded with a laugh. “Surprise me. And stop by anytime.” As he started to leave, she added, “If he does remember why he sent you here, could you remind him about the rent? The landlord called again.” She made a face. “When Fitz gets busy, he forgets stuff. But it’s been a few months now.”

			Tommy nodded, feeling sorry for the woman. It appeared Fitz was phasing her out as he got closer to getting what he really wanted. Tommy wondered how to tell Bella what he’d found out. It gave him a chill as he recalled how much Margo had looked like her—at least at first glance and when she smiled.

			The memory sent a sharp blade of fear through him. Apparently Fitz wanted more than revenge for what he saw as her ignoring him all these years. He wanted Bella.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			The next morning, Fitz was already gone by the time Bella came downstairs. She’d lain awake wondering how Tommy’s trip to Spokane had gone. She didn’t dare get her phone from where it was hidden in her car to call him. She’d pushed Fitz about as far as she thought she should for one day so hadn’t left the ranch the rest of the evening.

			Roberto had made her another delicious breakfast. She ate it quickly and, grabbing the note Fitz had left her with instructions to her dress fitting, she left. Once out of sight of the ranch and the guards, she called Tommy.

			They met at a spot on the river north of town. As she parked in the pines and followed the sound of the water to the river, she thought about all the times she and Tommy had come here. They used to love where the stream pooled in the rocks to make a deep swimming hole.

			Tommy sat on one of the rocks near the pool. She hopped from rock to rock to drop down beside him. The rock under her felt warm in the sun. She closed her eyes and leaned her head back to enjoy the rays for a few moments, before opening her eyes and looking over at him.

			The news wasn’t good. It showed in his handsome face. Those Colt brothers, she thought as she smiled to herself. They were a handsome bunch. “What don’t you want to tell me?” she finally asked as she found a small piece of rock and threw it into the pool. She watched it sink until it was out of sight before she looked over at him again.

			He hadn’t shaved, his designer stubble making her want to kiss him. She couldn’t help herself. She reached out, cupped that strong jaw and drew him to her. The kiss was sweet—at first, almost tentative. She touched the tip of her tongue to his and felt him shiver before drawing back.

			“You keep doing that and you know where this is headed,” he said, his voice rough with emotion.

			“Would that be so bad?” she whispered.

			He brushed his fingertips lightly over her cheek. She closed her eyes as his callused thumb caressed her lower lip. She wanted him with every fiber of her being. Her body tingled at his touch. She wanted to lie in the nearby grass naked in his arms.

			Opening her eyes, she met his gaze. His desire mirrored her own, but there was also regret there.

			“Bella.” She heard the pain in that one word. “All this isn’t dangerous enough for you?”

			She felt the impact of his words. Not for her, for her father. If Fitz knew, he would hurt her father. She leaned back, needing to put a little distance between them. Her pulse thrummed. Only moments ago, she was ready to suggest they go into the woods. This had been building between them for years and she wanted it more than her next breath.

			Closing her eyes against the desire that burned inside her, she let the sun again warm her face. “You haven’t told me about Spokane.” She realized that whatever he’d found out yesterday, it hadn’t just made him more cautious. It had made him scared. For her father? Or for her?

			“So what’s she like?” she asked without opening her eyes. The sun felt so good, the smell of the river and the pines so crisp and familiar, she could almost pretend that none of this was happening. Just another summer day in Montana, her and Tommy on the river.

			Tommy was quiet for a moment. “Margo Collins is like you.”

			She looked over at him.

			“She looks so much like you that when you first see her it’s startling,” he said. “But then you see the differences, until she smiles. She has your hair, your eyes, your smile. Or damned close. As close as Fitz could find.”

			Bella let out a ragged breath. A sliver of disgust at the perversity of it followed on the next breath by fear that worked its way under her skin to her veins before roaring through her. The woman more than resembled her? She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting. Just some woman Fitz was keeping, but she should have known it was more than that. He’d kept this woman secret. He didn’t want anyone to know. Maybe especially Bella. “Did she tell you anything we could use?”

			He shook his head. “She isn’t involved in any way in his business from what I can tell. She’s just...an ornament. Until he gets the real thing.”

			

			TOMMY WALKED BELLA to her car. “Call me later.” He could tell that she was as shaken as he was by what he’d discovered. Now at least she understood. They both did. A man who just wanted to destroy didn’t go to all this trouble. Fitz wanted Bella. The woman Tommy loved.

			But for how long? Fitz had no idea what he was wishing for. A woman like Bella would never be dominated by a man or anyone. But it seemed Fitz wanted to try—and would do anything for the chance.

			“I told Fitz I wanted proof of my father’s crime. He was in a really weird mood last night and said he’d show me after my dress fitting today.”

			“How weird?” he asked.

			“Like he’d had a bad day at the office. I don’t think it was because of anything we did unless...” She met his gaze. “You don’t think the girlfriend called him and told him about you stopping by?”

			Tommy shook his head. “I don’t think so. Maybe all this isn’t going together as well as he’d hoped. I’ll see what I can find out. I think I might have located the former accountant. I’m meeting with him later. If he shows up. He sounds scared.”

			She nodded, but he could see that she was distracted. He wanted to hold her, to kiss her and get back that moment by the river. But it was gone and any intimacy seemed like a very bad idea until they got her and her father out of this mess. Fitz was too dangerous. And not just to Nolan. Tommy worried what the man might do to Bella—the two of them basically alone in that house with Fitz believing he could do anything he wanted.

			“I’ll call you later,” she promised. “Tommy?” He had started to walk away but turned back. “Be careful.”

			He smiled. “You, too.”

			“Yes, I wouldn’t want to get stuck with a pin at my dress fitting.” With that she started the SUV and drove away. He watched her go before heading to his own rig. He was anxious to talk to the partnership’s former accountant. As he reached his pickup, he heard a vehicle engine start up in the distance and realized they might not have been alone.

			

			THE BRIDAL SHOP was in Missoula so Bella had way too much time to think about everything that Tommy had told her on the drive. She felt as if Fitz had a life-sized doll of her hidden in Spokane. It gave her the creeps. Worse, it seemed Tommy was right. Fitz wanted the real thing—her.

			He’d said this marriage was in name only, but she suspected he would never let her go once he got her legally bound to him. He wanted her, the ranch, everything he felt he’d been cheated out of in life. So basically, he had no idea what he wanted to fill the cavernous yearning hole in him.

			She found the bridal shop, parked and climbed out of her SUV. As she did, she saw a black pickup pull in a couple of vehicles behind her. She recognized the man behind the wheel and felt her heart drop. It was one of the guards Fitz had hired.

			Heart in her throat, she realized he could have followed her from the ranch this morning to the river. He would know that she met Tommy there. She felt herself flush, remembering the kiss and the embrace. Only a fool wouldn’t have realized how intimate it had been.

			She was thankful that they hadn’t taken it further on the sunny shore under the pines. Fitz was dangerously close to following through with his threats. For her sake and her father’s, she needed to be sure that he didn’t snap.

			Taking a few breaths, she tried to assure herself that if she had been followed, it had only been from Lonesome to Missoula. She watched him get out of his pickup. He didn’t look in her direction as he walked into a boot shop, letting the door close behind him.

			Was it possible she hadn’t been followed at all? It could be the man’s day off. He could have just happened to be in the area. She wished she could believe that as she entered the bridal shop. The bell over the door tinkled and a young woman appeared.

			“Bella Worthington?”

			All she could do was nod, her mouth was so dry.

			“Why don’t you come back? I have your dress ready. I’m Crystal.”

			Her legs felt like jelly as she walked toward the back. Before she stepped through a curtained doorway, she glanced back. She didn’t see the guard from the pickup. She pushed through the curtain and tried to still her raging heart.

			Tommy was right. They had to be more careful. Which meant they couldn’t chance being together. The thought hurt her physically. She ached to lie in his arms, to feel his body against her own, to feel safe and loved and fulfilled.

			“Step in here,” Crystal said. “You can hang your clothes there while I get your dress. Did you bring shoes?” Bella hadn’t. “It’s all right. Your fiancé said you probably wouldn’t. He thought of everything.” The young woman turned and walked away. Fitz had thought of everything. Wasn’t that her greatest fear?

			She had a sudden urge to call Tommy on the burner phone and warn him to be careful. If she was right and the guard had followed them to the river, then he might have already given that information to Fitz.

			But the burner phone was in the car. She reached for her purse, thinking it wouldn’t make a difference now if she called Tommy on her cell. Not if Fitz already knew that she and Tommy had been meeting secretly. Had the guard seen them kissing? Had he taken photos from a distance?

			Fear for Tommy’s safety had her fumbling in her purse when Crystal returned holding the wedding dress. Bella froze. Not because of the dress. But because of the man standing behind Crystal.

			“Fitz?” Her voice sounded too high to her ears. “What are you doing here?” Her mind was working. Whirling. She grasped the only thing she could think of. “It’s bad luck to see the bride in her dress before the wedding.”

			“Don’t worry,” he said, his expression souring at her response to seeing him. Crystal had noticed and was trying not to show it. “I was just dropping off your heels that go with the dress.”

			Bella swallowed. “Thank you. That’s very thoughtful. You know how stressful this is for me.”

			His frown softened. “I know. But now you can relax. Crystal, I think my fiancée is going to need that glass of champagne we talked about before she tries on her dress.”

			Crystal snapped right to it, hanging the dress on a hook in the large plush dressing room and scurrying out.

			Fitz stepped in. “I was thinking about this time when we were kids. I sprained my ankle and you got a bag of frozen peas for me to put on it. Which proves you can be nice to me.”

			She lowered her voice so Crystal didn’t hear. “My father is the one who made me be nice to you when we were kids. Yes, the same one you’re trying to put in prison.”

			“Not if you marry me.”

			She gave him a side eye. “That would require trusting you.”

			He seemed surprised. “What would it take? Actually...” He held up his hand to stop her from answering. “People have been wondering why we don’t go out together. So I was thinking...dinner tonight at the steakhouse? Don’t say no.”

			She started to tell him that it would take more than a dinner at the steakhouse, but he didn’t give her a chance. No doubt he already knew what she was going to say.

			“Please don’t tell me you’re too busy to have dinner with your fiancé.” His smile never reached his eyes. “You have been awfully busy lately. Maybe if you had your friends to the ranch instead of meeting them elsewhere...at least until the wedding...” She heard what he was telling her loud and clear. He knew about her and Tommy. Did he know it had gone beyond just friendship? Did he also suspect that she’d hired Colt Investigations to help her? She figured he would find that more amazing than worrisome. He didn’t think much of her intellect or Tommy’s, she was sure.

			“I appreciate your concern,” she said, hoping he didn’t hear the break in her voice.”

			“Of course I’m concerned,” he said, looking as if he thought he had everything under control. “Soon we will be husband and wife. Then I’m going to take care of you.” It sounded like the threat it was.

			Crystal reappeared with her glass of champagne. Bella took it with trembling fingers as Fitz excused himself to take a call. She couldn’t hear what was being said. Her heart was pounding too loudly in her ears. Tommy was in trouble. She could feel it.

			“Great,” Fitz said after finishing a quick call. “A romantic dinner tonight at the steakhouse. It’s just what we both need.” He stepped close again, leaning toward her. She jerked her head to the side and his kiss brushed her cheek. “I’ll see you later,” he said as his cell phone began to ring again.

			“You are so lucky to have such an attentive fiancé,” Crystal said as Fitz disappeared from view.

			Bella saw the questioning look on the young woman’s face. Downing the champagne, she handed back the empty glass, making Crystal’s eyes widen. “You have no idea.”

			She could hear Fitz’s voice on the phone. It sounded as if he were pleading with someone. The sound faded as the bell over the front door tinkled and he left. “I need to make a quick call,” she told Crystal and dug out her phone.

			“I’ll get your veil,” the young woman said and left with the empty champagne glass.

			Bella called Tommy’s cell, but it went straight to voice mail. The back of the shop was quiet. She was pretty sure that Fitz had left, but she never knew for sure, did she.

			“He knows,” she said into Tommy’s voice mail. “Be careful, please.” She disconnected as Crystal returned.

			“Ready?” the young woman asked.

			Bella nodded. She wondered how many nervous brides came through here and how many of them were having second thoughts. She doubted there were many like her, trying on a wedding dress she’d never seen before in heels she hadn’t purchased with only one thought in mind: killing her fiancé rather than going through with the wedding.

			

			FITZ LEFT THE dress shop congratulating himself on not losing his temper with Bella. When he’d gotten the call from Ronan earlier today, it had confirmed what he’d feared. Bella had been meeting Tommy Colt—just as she had when they were kids. Only Ronan had seen the two locked in an embrace that he’d described as “hot.”

			His first instinct was to throw her father to the wolves and then go after her. But he’d reminded himself that he had the upper hand only with the threat of sending her father to prison. If he hoped to get her to the altar, then he had to leave Nolan alone.

			As for Bella herself... He’d wanted to grab her by the throat, and shove her against the wall in the bridal shop and... He shook his head. Fortunately, he’d kept his temper. She would be his soon enough. In the meantime, he had to deal with everything else going on.

			He needed money. A few investments that didn’t pay off like he’d hoped, the expense of this wedding and all that entailed and some bad luck. The past few times he’d gotten into a high-stakes game, he’d lost. Worse, he had some loans coming due—not to mention all the payments for his expensive lifestyle.

			As he was driving out of Missoula, he saw a Realtor sign and swung into the parking lot. It was a little premature, looking into selling Bella’s ranch. But once they were married, he had plans that didn’t include keeping the place. He had a general idea of what all that land along the river might be worth. Add the house, stables and barn, it should more than take care of his problems.

			Fitz told himself that everything was going to work out and when it did, he would have Bella. But first he had to make sure that Tommy Colt didn’t go near her again. He pulled out his phone and made the call to Ronan, who was still tailing the Colt PI.

			By the time he came out of the Realtor’s office, he was humming “Wedding March.” Things were looking up.

			

			THE BAR WHERE Tommy was meeting the accountant was small and dark and on the wrong side of the tracks in Butte. Because of the hour, there were only a few patrons inside at a table and a couple at the bar. The only person by himself was a man sitting at the far end of the bar away from the couple.

			Tommy took a stool next to him. “Bill McMillan?”

			The fiftysomething man was dressed in a suit, his tie loosened at his neck. He smelled of men’s cologne and sweat, his dark hair flecked with gray and slicked down with something shiny.

			“I’m sorry I said I’d talk to you,” the man said.

			The bartender wandered down. Tommy ordered a beer and looked to Bill. He sighed and nodded as if resigned to getting drunk. He already had two empty drink glasses in front of him.

			Tommy waited until their drinks came. He took a sip of his beer before he spoke. Next to him Bill took a gulp of his drink. He started to pull out a pack of cigarettes before apparently remembering that he couldn’t smoke in a bar in Montana anymore. Swearing, he gripped his glass with both hands and stared into the dark amber contents.

			“Why do you think Fitz fired you?” Tommy asked after a moment.

			Bill glanced over at him. “For obvious reasons.” He lowered his voice although no one was paying them any attention. “He was robbing the company blind, and I was tired of covering for him.”

			Tommy took a wild guess. “He wouldn’t cut you in.”

			The accountant looked offended and for a moment, he feared Bill would get up and walk out. “I was going out on a limb for this jackass. It was the least he could do to make it more worth my while.”

			“How’d you hide it from his partners?” Tommy asked and took another drink of his beer without looking at the man.

			“I set up a shell company for him. I’d write checks for fictitious expenses. I’d cash the checks and he’d take the money.”

			“Is there any way to prove he was involved?”

			Bill leaned an elbow on the bar to look at him. “That’s the really stupid thing on my part. I made it where he could walk away clean. It would look like I was taking the money because his delicate little hands never touched a pen.”

			“Wouldn’t all of this show up on bank records or corporate business filings with the state?” Tommy asked.

			“They could. Why do you think I left without a fight? He has me right where he wants me. He wouldn’t give me a recommendation. I’m having hell finding another job. He could send me to prison. I’m the one who was writing checks and cashing them,” Bill said.

			“What about his bank records?”

			The man shook his head. “Fitz wasn’t putting the money in the bank. There was no paper trail back to him—only me.”

			“So you cooked the books, hiding the money that Fitz was stealing from the partnership until he fired you and got a new accountant,” Tommy said, trying to understand how this all worked. “Is the new accountant involved?”

			“Hell, no. Right before he fired me, he shut down the operation by killing off the shell company, making it look as if he sold the businesses at a loss. The problem is, now there is no extra money coming in. The only money he has is from the partnership with his old man and Nolan Worthington. I’d say with his gambling problem and his flashy lifestyle, he’s in need of a cash infusion.”

			Tommy thought about the marriage to Bella. He had no idea what she might be worth. Her business was too new to be making much. But the ranch was in her name. Was that what Fitz was after besides Bella?

			Bill drained his drink and slammed down his glass. The bartender headed in their direction. “One more for the road.”

			The bartender hesitated.

			“I can give him a ride,” Tommy said. As soon as the bartender left to make that drink, he asked, “Isn’t there a record somewhere that proves there was a shell company but no real businesses?”

			“Sure, if you knew what you were looking for.” Bill shook his head. “That’s how these guys get away with it. They kept their hands clean and let someone else take the blame. Fitz didn’t set up the shell company. He had one of the partners do it.”

			Nolan? Or his father? Tommy couldn’t help his surprise. “Wait, you’re saying one of the partners was in on it with him?” Bill shrugged. The bartender returned with his drink and looked at him pointedly. “I’m giving him a ride.” He turned to Bill the moment the bartender was out of earshot. “Which partner?”

			Bill took a gulp of the drink. His eyes were half-closed now. He seemed to be having trouble staying on the stool. He loosened his tie some more and shook his head. “Nolan, but he didn’t know what he was signing. He’d made a couple of bad investments and was running scared. He signed whatever I put in front of him.”

			Downing his drink, Bill half fell off his stool.

			“Come on,” Tommy said. “I’ll drive you home.”

			“I didn’t drive,” Bill slurred. “I walked. I live just down the alley. I can find my way home blind drunk, trust me.”

			“Well, I’ll see you home anyway,” Tommy said as the man staggered toward the back door. Throwing some money on the bar, he hurried after him.

			Pushing open the door, he stepped out to see that Bill was already partway down the alley. Tommy had just started after him when he heard an engine rev and tires squeal. He looked down the alley to his right and saw a dark-colored vehicle headed directly for him.

		
	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Bella still hadn’t heard from Tommy by the time her fitting was over. She headed back to the ranch, half hoping Fitz wouldn’t be there. But of course he was there waiting for her, sitting outside in the shade of the porch.

			“How did it go?” he asked as she climbed the steps.

			“Fine.” She headed for the door.

			“You didn’t say anything about the dress.”

			She stopped, her hand on the doorknob. “It’s a nice dress.”

			He laughed. “That’s the best you can do?”

			Bella turned to look at him. “What do you expect, Fitz? You know I don’t want to marry you and that none of this would be happening if you weren’t blackmailing my father.”

			“I wish it hadn’t come to this, either,” he said. “But you’ve never given me a chance.”

			She sighed. “I don’t feel that way about you. It’s simple chemistry. I can’t control it.” She saw his expression harden and reminded herself that they weren’t capable of having an honest conversation without him getting angry.

			“But there’s chemistry between you and that saddle tramp Tommy Colt?” he snapped. He seemed to instantly regret his words as he hurriedly got to his feet and moved toward her. “Bella, I’m sorry. Let’s just go to dinner and not discuss anything but the weather. Montana in the summer. We can agree on how wonderful it is, can’t we?”

			She realized that she feared this conciliatory Fitz more than the angry one. It made her worry all the more about Tommy. She couldn’t wait to get to her room and try his cell again. It was dangerous using her regular cell phone to call him. But maybe it made no difference—if as she suspected Fitz already knew about the two of them.

			“I’ll go change for dinner,” she said and entered the house, leaving him on the porch. She hurried up the stairs to her room, locking the door behind her. In the bathroom she turned on the shower in case someone was listening outside her door. She made the call, but like before, Tommy’s cell went straight to voice mail.

			

			TOMMY YELLED FOR Bill to watch out and threw himself against the bar’s back door he’d only closed moments before.

			The vehicle blew past him, hitting several garbage cans lined up along the edge of the building. Tommy ducked as one of the cans careened into him, knocking the air out of him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the front of the vehicle strike Bill, tossing him into the air. As the vehicle sped away, Bill’s body landed in a stack of cardboard boxes piled behind a business. The accountant crumpled to the ground and didn’t move.

			Hand shaking, Tommy pulled out his phone as he ran toward Bill and punched in 911. Crouching next to the man, he checked for a pulse, shocked that Bill was still alive as the 911 operator answered.

			He’d stayed with Bill until the ambulance arrived along with the first cop. Tommy had turned off his phone to talk to the police about the hit-and-run. He was still shaken. “It happened too fast. No, I didn’t get a license number or see the driver. All I can tell you was that it was a black SUV.”

			Another cop arrived at the scene and pulled him aside. This one was older with buzzed gray hair and pale intense eyes. “You say the driver swerved toward you first, then ran down Mr. McMillan?”

			“It appeared that way, yes. Look, like I said, it happened so fast. I was getting ready to go after Bill to make sure he got home. The SUV must have been parked down the alley waiting. I hadn’t noticed it until I heard the roar of the engine and the sound of the tires squealing.”

			“Is there anyone who might want to kill you?” He could feel the cop’s gaze intent on him.

			“Not that I know of,” Tommy told him. Fitz hated him and had proved how low he would stoop to get what he wanted. But murder?

			“I recognize your name. Rodeo cowboy, right?”

			“Was,” Tommy said. “I recently joined my brother at Colt Investigations.”

			The cop’s expression changed. “So this could be about some case you’re working on.”

			Tommy hesitated, not sure what to say. “I really doubt it.”

			“Let me be the judge of that,” the cop said. “Who’s your client?”

			“That’s confidential.”

			The officer stared at him. “Seriously? Someone tries to kill you and you prefer not to tell me who you’re working for?”

			“Like I said, I doubt it’s connected.”

			With a disgusted sound, the cop put his notebook and pen away. “Have it your way.”

			“How is Bill?” Tommy asked.

			“Last I heard he has a broken hip but was in stable condition. You said he was extremely intoxicated?” Tommy nodded. “Being inebriated probably saved his life.”

			The cop got a call on his radio. All Tommy heard was “stolen black SUV.” When the cop finished he looked at him and shook his head. “Could have been some teen joyriders. Guess we’ll know more when we find the vehicle.”

			With that the cop walked back to his patrol car and Tommy turned on his phone and saw that Bella had called numerous times. He quickly dialed her number as he headed for the hospital.

			

			BELLA AND FITZ were about to be seated at the steakhouse when her cell phone buzzed in her purse. She started to reach for it when Fitz’s hand clamped over hers.

			“Not tonight,” he said, his hand tightening on hers.

			“Just let me turn it off.” He glared at her for a few moments before his grip loosened.

			She quickly dug out the phone. Just as she’d hoped, the call had been from Tommy. She turned off her phone seeing that he’d left a message she would check later as they were escorted to their table.

			The moment she saw where they would be seated, Bella knew this was Fitz’s doing. It was in a back corner, secluded. A candle flickered on the table and a bottle of champagne chilled in a bucket of ice next to two glasses.

			Fitz pulled out her chair for her before going around to his. She could tell that he was determined to be pleasant—as hard as it seemed for him sometimes.

			“Are we celebrating something?” she asked, relieved that she’d heard from Tommy—otherwise she would have worried given how in high spirits Fitz seemed tonight.

			“Our first real date,” he said and gave her a look that dared her to argue otherwise. He poured her a glass and handed it to her before pouring one for himself and offering a toast. “To the future. May it be happy for us both.”

			She wasn’t sure how that would be possible, but she clinked her glass against his and took a sip. The bubbles tickled her tongue. She tried to relax, telling herself that Tommy was fine. He had gone to talk to the accountant. Maybe it had taken longer than he’d thought it would, but if he’d found out something they could use...

			“You look so beautiful,” Fitz said.

			“Thank you.” She picked up her menu. She wasn’t hungry, but she was determined to get through this so-called date.

			“I know you’re not much of a steak eater,” she heard him say. “But they have seafood. I know you like lobster. Please, this is my treat.”

			She lowered her menu. “Is everything all right?”

			“Why would you ask that?” he inquired, frowning.

			“It’s just that you’re being so...”

			“Nice?” He let out a chuckle. “Did you really not realize how I felt about you all these years?”

			She shook her head and dropped her voice even though there was enough noise in the busy restaurant that she doubted anyone could hear. “I thought this wasn’t going to be a real marriage. That you were just doing this to destroy me and my father.”

			Fitz reddened and dropped his gaze. “I was angry when I said those things. I wanted to hurt you because you’ve hurt me.” He raised his eyes to hers again. She saw him swallow before he spoke. “That wasn’t what I really wanted. I’ve been in love with you for years.”

			After what Tommy had found out in Spokane it didn’t come as a complete surprise. “You just have an odd way of going about asking me out.”

			He took a sip of his champagne before settling his gaze on her again. “You would have laughed in my face, but let’s not get into that now. I want us to have a pleasant dinner. Is that possible?” Bella nodded, not up to one of their usual battles, either. “Have the lobster. I’m having a shrimp cocktail before a steak entrée. Join me. I know how much you like shrimp.”

			The waiter appeared and she nodded as Fitz ordered for them. Anyone watching might have thought that they were really engaged and having a nice quiet dinner before their upcoming wedding.

			Bella tried to relax, but not even the champagne helped. This whole thing was a farce and worse, she sensed there was something Fitz wasn’t telling her. He was in too good a mood. She felt as if she was waiting for the other shoe to drop and when it did, she knew it was going to be bad.

			The rest of the evening was uneventful enough as they both steered away from anything resembling the truth.

			It wasn’t until they were leaving the restaurant that two men came out of the shadowy darkness of the parking lot and accosted Fitz.

			“Here,” he said to her, shoving his keys at her. “Go on to the car and let me handle this.” She took the keys but didn’t move. The men were large and burly and clearly angry. “Go!” Fitz snapped and gave her a push.

			She stumbled toward the car. When she looked back, Fitz was arguing with the men. One of them shoved him back into the side of the building. Clearly they were threatening him. She couldn’t hear exactly what was being said, but she’d picked up enough of it to know it had to do with money and gambling.

			At the car, she opened the door and climbed in. Fitz appeared a few minutes later. He looked shaken. “What was that about?”

			“Nothing,” he snapped. “Drop it, okay? Just a misunderstanding. Everything is fine.”

			Bella really had her doubts about that. However, she could tell by the change in Fitz’s mood that unless she wanted trouble from him tonight, she needed to let it go. But she couldn’t help but wonder if Fitz was in financial trouble. If he owed those two men from the parking lot, then he had more than money problems.

			Maybe this wedding wasn’t just all about her after all. She had a bad feeling that her ranch had even more to do with it.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Bella woke with a start. For a moment, she didn’t know what had yanked her out of her deep, mentally exhausted sleep. Her cell phone rang. She blinked, still fighting the coma-like state she’d been in only moments ago, as she reached for it and realized it was early morning. She’d tried to call Tommy last night but with no success. His message on her phone had been short: I’m fine. Will call later when I can.

			She checked the screen and saw that the call was coming from Lonesome River Investments, her father’s office. “Hello?” She sat up, thinking it couldn’t be her father. He was still in rehab. Or was he? “Hello?” She could hear someone breathing on the line. “Dad?”

			“It’s Edwin,” said the male voice. Fitz’s father. The man sounded drunk.

			“Are you all right?” she asked and heard him chuckle as she leaned against the headboard. This felt like the extension of the dream she’d been having. She wasn’t sure any of it was real. “Edwin?” She heard him clear his voice.

			His words were slurred when he finally spoke. “I... I thought about what you said.” She held her breath. “You’re right. Fitz won’t stop. Even when he was little we noticed something was... That he was a challenge.” He sounded as if he was struggling for his next breath. “But he’s my son.” He broke down for a moment.

			“I’m so sorry. I know how hard this must be for you.”

			The man seemed to pull himself together. “You can’t marry him.”

			“I don’t plan to. Give me something to stop him.”

			For a moment she thought he’d disconnected. “He has a thumb drive on a chain around his neck. He did that after he caught me checking his deposit box at the bank.”

			She realized that she’d seen Fitz toying with the gold chain around his neck and thought it must be a new piece of jewelry he wasn’t used to yet. Since he often wore a suit or at least a sport jacket, she hadn’t thought he was wearing anything but a chain. Fitz had always gone for flashy gold accessories from his expensive watch to his diamond pinkie ring.

			“What kind of thumb drive?” she asked.

			“Silver, thin, one of those new ones,” Edwin said.

			“Thank you for telling me about this,” she said.

			Silence, then, “I had to tell him that you came by and tried to get me to help you.”

			“I know.”

			“I—I...” She heard a noise in the background like a door opening. “I have to—” The last thing she heard was Edwin say, “What are you doing here?” before the phone went dead.

			Bella quickly disconnected. Someone had walked in on Edwin. Had they overheard what he’d been saying? Her cell phone rang. Edwin? She didn’t think so. She listened to it ring, hugging herself against the shudder that moved through her body. All her instincts told her not to answer the call because it wasn’t Edwin calling from his number. It was whoever had walked in on him wanting to know who he’d called.

			Now wide-awake, she leaned back against the headboard and looked across the room, her eyes unseeing. Was it true about the thumb drive? Even if it was, how was she going to get it from around Fitz’s neck? Very carefully. Unless that had been Fitz who’d caught his father calling her. If he’d overheard what Edwin had told her, then he’d be waiting for her to try to steal the thumb drive hanging around his neck.

			

			WHEN BILL MCMILLAN opened his eyes the next morning, Tommy was sitting in a chair beside the man’s bed. “Hey,” Tommy said.

			He couldn’t help feeling responsible for what had happened to the man. Apparently getting drunk at the bar and walking back to his apartment was a nightly thing. But Tommy kept thinking about how paranoid Bill had been about meeting him, afraid that Fitz would find him. Had he been followed? Had Fitz not just found his former accountant—but Tommy as well?

			Last night when he reached the hospital, he’d finally checked his phone and saw the message from Bella. Fitz knows. Be careful.

			Bill tried to smile. “Was I hit by a bus?”

			“Pretty close. An SUV.”

			The man’s gaze was unfocused for a moment, as if he was trying to remember. “An accident?” Tommy shook his head and Bill swore. “I have insurance.”

			Tommy thought he was talking about the hospital bill for a moment. Bill grimaced in pain as he said, “We had a deal. He broke it. Screw him. Get my insurance. It’s hidden in my apartment under the floorboard in the bedroom. Get the bastard.” Bill closed his eyes. “My apartment keys were in my jacket pocket. The hospital probably has them.”

			A nurse came in. “Mr. McMillan?” she said as she neared the bed. Bill’s eyes opened. “A police officer is here who wants to ask you a few questions. Feel up to it?” Bill nodded.

			Tommy rose. “I’ll be going now, but I’ll check back later.”

			Bill met his gaze and gave a small nod. “Thanks for taking care of things for me. My cat,” he said, turning to the nurse. “He needs the key to my apartment so he can feed my cat.”

			The nurse nodded. “Your belongings are at the nurse’s station.” She turned to Tommy. “Just follow me. You’ll have to sign the keys out,” she told him as he followed the nurse down the hall.

			“No problem.” He called Bella and told her what had happened and where he was headed.

			“Give me the address,” she said. “I’ll meet you there.

			

			BELLA WAS STILL UPSET. The message Tommy had left on her phone last night just said he was fine and would talk to her today. This morning he’d filled her in on the accident. She knew he wasn’t telling her everything. She’d been worried about him yesterday—and apparently with good reason.

			He was waiting for her when she drove up. As she got out and glanced around, she couldn’t help being surprised that the accountant lived just off this alley. She vaguely remembered seeing Bill McMillan at her father’s office. As far as she knew, he’d made a good living but since being fired by Fitz, he seemed to have fallen on hard times.

			Seeing her surprise, Tommy said, “He’s been hiding out. I fear I led Fitz right to him and that’s why he was almost killed. The police think it was an accident. Stolen SUV. Kids on a joyride.”

			“But you know better. This is a really narrow alley,” she said, looking down it before turning to him again. She thought of Ronan and Milo. Fitz couldn’t have been behind the wheel because he was at dinner with her. Was she his alibi? She felt sick to her stomach remembering him professing his undying love last night at the restaurant. She had wondered at his good mood. Now she thought she understood.

			“It wasn’t only the accountant Fitz was trying to kill,” she said, but knew Tommy wasn’t going to tell her what had really happened.

			“This way,” he said, no doubt thinking he was protecting her. As they walked he filled her in what Bill had told him. “He said he got fired. From what I gathered, he’d wanted more money on the deal. He did tell me that your father was so distracted that he signed anything Bill put in front of him.”

			Bella shook her head. “My father was always so trusting when it came to Edwin and Fitz. His first mistake. Add in his girlfriend Caroline... He really had no idea what was going on right under his nose.” She was hesitant to tell him about Edwin’s call and her dinner with Fitz. With luck they would find what they needed in Bill’s apartment and put an end to this.

			Tommy opened a heavy metal door with graffiti splashed across it and they stepped into a small landing at the bottom of a steep set of dark stairs. “It’s number four,” he said and started up, her close behind.

			Their footsteps echoed as they climbed. She could smell a variety of unpleasant scents as they passed several apartment doors. Behind them were the sounds of cooking, televisions turned up too loud and raised voices.

			At number four, Tommy pulled out a key, but before he could use it, the door swung inward. Someone had already been here, she thought as she saw the ransacked apartment. Her heart fell. Whatever insurance Bill McMillan had hidden here had to be gone.

			Tommy let out a low curse. “Wait here.” He entered the residence, wading through the destruction toward what appeared to be the bedroom. The bed now leaned against the wall exposing the wooden floor. Several of the planks had been removed.

			She watched him look into the gaping hole in the floor and then turn back to her in defeat, shaking his head. Fitz won again. That was all she could think about as they made their way back down the stairs to their vehicles.

			They found a coffee shop and sat in a back corner. Bella cupped her mug in her hands, wishing she could chase away the cold that had settled inside her as she told Tommy first about dinner with Fitz and then the two thugs who’d been waiting for him in the parking lot.

			“It sounded like he owed them money,” she said.

			Tommy shook his head. “I’m not surprised. Bill said that Fitz has been living beyond his means for some time. Once Bill did away with the shell company and that free money, he’d wondered what Fitz had been doing for income to support his lifestyle and gambling habit.”

			“We may know soon,” she said and told him about the call from Edwin this morning.

			“A thumb drive?” he said when she’d finished. “Bella, if it’s around his neck—”

			“I know. But I have to try,” she said quickly.

			He shook his head. “You can’t be serious. If he catches you—”

			“How can it be any worse than what is happening right now?” she demanded. “He would just gloat that he’d won again.” She feared that he would do a whole lot more, but she wasn’t about to share that with Tommy.

			“I don’t like it,” he said.

			She took a drink of her coffee and felt the heat rush through her. “I don’t like it either, but time is running out. I have to try to get the thumb drive. If Edwin is telling the truth—”

			“Exactly. You sure Fitz didn’t put him up to this?”

			Bella wasn’t sure of anything except the impending wedding looming on the close horizon—and what Fitz might do to her father before this was over. What hung between her and Tommy was the realization that Fitz had gone beyond just threatening people. He or one of the men he’d hired had tried to kill the accountant and she was pretty sure the driver had also tried to kill Tommy. Ronan? Miles? Either were capable, she thought.

			“You know what scares me?” she asked, feeling the tightness in her chest as she realized that she’d underestimated Fitz. “Fitz is much more desperate than I thought. I should have realized it. He’s buying drugs to frame my father, throwing this elaborate wedding, he’s been stealing money from the partnership, he’s blackmailing me and his father, and now attempted murder?” She looked up into Tommy’s handsome face. “Now I suspect he not only knows about us, but that he had someone try to kill you last night. I can’t see you anymore. I’m firing you.”

			

			AS SHE STARTED to rise to leave, Tommy reached for her arm. “No,” he said, easing her back into her chair. “Not happening. You aren’t doing this alone.” He knew Bella. She wouldn’t give up. She would do this alone if she had to. But he wasn’t going to let that happen—even as much as he wished he could talk her out of doing anything dangerous.

			“You’re right. He’s become more desperate.” He met her gaze. “I know he wants you, but there has to be more. You’re just part of the plan. I need to ask you something. How much money do you have?”

			She blinked. “On me right now?’

			“No,” he said with a shake of his head. “What are you worth?”

			“You think Fitz wants my money.” She laughed. “I think you’re right. I know he wants the ranch.”

			He twined his fingers in her hand. “I’m in this with you whether you fire me or not.” He thought about Margo and the unpaid rent. Maybe Fitz could no longer afford her. Or no longer needed her. Either way, Fitz was getting more desperate, which meant he was getting more dangerous.

			“So what’s your plan to get the thumb drive?” he asked, knowing that she would try no matter what he said. He saw at once from her expression that she hadn’t had a plan. “You’re going to need some strong sedatives. I’ll get them for you. What does this thumb drive look like?”

			“Silver, thin,” she said, her voice breaking as her eyes welled with tears. “Thank you. I’ll need one like it to replace the one I take.”

			He nodded. “I’ll get it,” he said, his voice also filled with emotion. He couldn’t bear the thought that he might get this woman killed. “We do this together. Just like when we were kids.”

			She nodded and wiped at her tears. “Please be—”

			“Careful? Have you forgotten that as soon as my license comes back I’m going to be a private investigator? Trouble is my middle name now.”

			“That isn’t funny.”

			“But it’s true,” he said, squeezing her hand. She was shaking and he knew that she was scared. For him.

			He had to bite his tongue not to tell her how much he loved her. But damned if he would do it in some coffee shop. When this was over...

			“I’ll bring the sedatives and the thumb drive,” he said, trying to hide how terrified he was of what Fitz would do if he caught her. “Can you meet me later at that old pine where we used to ride our horses?” She nodded. “You’re sure you can get away?”

			“He’s still letting me ride my horse,” she said through gritted teeth. It more than grated on her that he had moved in and thought he could tell her what to do. Unfortunately, he could. For now. “Later this afternoon before sundown?”

			“I’ll be there. I’ll come by horseback.”

			

			THE COLT PROPERTY was large but because it wasn’t on the river, it wasn’t worth as much as the Worthington ranch. Still, Tommy loved the land his great-grandfather had bought but never built on. All of them had spent so little time in Lonesome that building a house had remained a pipe dream.

			Until James came home and fell in love with Lorelei. The house was coming along nicely. One of the first things James had done was fence off some pasture and build a stable and corral for their horses. Tommy had been keeping his horse and tack out here since he’d returned home.

			After saddling his horse, he rode up over the mountain to drop down toward the river. The large pine he and Bella used to climb when they were kids was in the far corner of the Worthington ranch far from any roads—right next door to Colt land. It was very private since there were no roads into it—another reason it had been one his and Bella’s favorite places to hang out as kids. While their parents knew about the tree house, they didn’t know about the other spots they went to. No one found them here because no one came this far to look for them.

			He spotted Bella’s horse tied up some distance from the tree and reined in. As he swung out of the saddle, he saw her waiting for him under the mighty limbs of the old pine. She’d spread out a horse blanket and now sat with her back against the tree trunk. The waning sun shone on her face as he tied up his horse and walked toward her.

			She looked so beautiful it choked him up. He realized he couldn’t wait any longer to tell her how he felt. He’d held it in for too long. Her gaze tracked him, the expression on her face intrigued—and expectant. He chuckled to himself. Bella was too sharp not to know how he felt—or why he’d wanted to meet here. Had she, like him, been waiting for this day?

		
	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Bella studied the good-looking, dark-haired cowboy headed her way and felt her heart bump in her chest. His expression stole her breath. His long legs, clad in denim, quickly covered the distance between them.

			She pushed to her feet, feeling the air tingle around her like dry lightning. Tommy didn’t speak, just took her shoulders in his large hands and pulled her into a kiss. She felt the electricity popping around her, felt the spark as his lips touched her. It sent a jolt through her, straight to her middle, as he backed her up against the smooth tree trunk and she wrapped her arms around his waist and brought him closer.

			He made a sound deep in his throat as one hand dropped to her breast. She groaned against his mouth as he slipped his hand inside her shirt and under the cup of her bra to fondle her now granite-hard nipple. He caught the tip between his thumb and finger and gently rolled it back and forth.

			She arched against him, a groan coming from her lips. Only then did he pull back from the kiss to look into her eyes. She saw the desire burning there as hot as his callused fingers still teasing her aching nipple.

			“Tell me to stop,” he said, his voice hoarse with obvious emotion.

			She shook her head. “I’ve wanted this for way too long.”

			The words appeared to be his undoing. He swept her into his arms and gently laid her on the blanket she’d spread out for them. For a moment, he merely stared down into her face. She smiled up at him, and then taking his face in her hands pulled him down for a kiss.

			After that, Bella vaguely remembered the flurry of clothing flying into piles on the blanket before they rolled around, both naked as jaybirds. She’d known that their lovemaking would be both wild and playful—just as they had always been. She wasn’t disappointed.

			She’d never wanted anything more than she wanted Tommy as she began to feel an urgency. She desperately wanted him inside her. He bent to lathe each hard nipple with his tongue before trailing kisses across her flat stomach to her center. She moaned against his incredible mouth as he lifted her higher and higher until she thought she would burst. Until she felt a release that left her weak and shaking.

			She drew him up to her, still desperately needing to feel his body on hers, in hers. The weight of him, the look in his eyes, the warm summer evening’s breeze caressing their naked bodies. Hadn’t she always known that if she and Tommy ever got past just being friends, this is where it would happen?

			He started to speak, but she pressed a finger to his lips and shook her head. If he told her that he loved her right now, she feared she wouldn’t be able to hold back the tears. She hadn’t let herself admit how afraid she was that they couldn’t stop Fitz.

			She guided him into her and began to move slowly, her gaze locked with his. Their movements grew stronger, faster, harder. She arched against him, filled with a desire that only he could quench. When the release came it was powerful. Pleasure washed through her as she rose to meet him again and again, before they both collapsed together, breathing hard.

			“I knew it would be like that,” she said as she looked into his pale blue eyes.

			“Bella—” She slipped from his arms. “Come on.” Reaching back, she took his hand and pulled him up to run toward the river where it pooled among the rocks. The sun was all but hidden behind the mountain and yet the evening was summertime warm as they ran into the water, laughing. Droplets rose in the summer air and seemed to hang there.

			Bella filed it all away in a special place in her heart, memorizing the scents, the light, the feel of the water and Tommy for fear this was all they may get when the dust settled.

			

			LATER TOMMY WOULD remember the water droplets caught in her lashes. Her laughter carrying across the water. She hadn’t let him tell her how much he loved her. But she knew. He’d seen that moment of fear in her eyes and felt it heart deep. They had no future unless Fitz could be stopped.

			It was the only thing on his mind as he rode his horse back to his brother’s place. He and Bella had air-dried off in the evening warmth before dressing and riding off in different directions.

			He’d given her the sedatives and thumb drive. “Call me when you can,” was all he’d said. There was no reason to warn her to be careful. Or to try to change her mind about what she planned to do. The wedding was approaching too quickly.

			“Don’t come to the ranch,” she warned him as she swung up into the saddle. “The place is crawling with the men he hired.”

			“How will you get me the thumb drive?”

			“We’ll meet tomorrow morning. Ten o’clock. At the fire tower.”

			“And if you don’t make it?” he asked.

			“I’ll find a way to call you.” She’d known that wasn’t what he was asking, but he let it go. “Just don’t try to come to the ranch. I’ll get the thumb drive and find a way to get it to you.”

			He thought of their lovemaking and ached to feel her body nestled against his. He recalled the pale light on her skin and trailing a finger through the river water that pooled on her flat stomach before they made love a second time.

			What terrified him was the way they’d parted as if they might never see each other again.

			“Your bouquet,” he’d said before she could ride away. “If things go wrong, there will be something in the roses from me.”

			Her eyes had widened but then she’d nodded. Neither one of them wanted this to go that far. But in case it did... “Thank you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Bella fingered the small packet of crushed sedatives in her pocket for a moment before she took her seat at the dining room table across from Fitz.

			She felt flushed from being with Tommy Colt and feared it showed on her face. If Fitz had known where she’d been and what she’d done... But if he’d noticed a change in her, he didn’t show it.

			“To marriage,” Fitz said, lifting his full wineglass. She hesitated to raise her own glass that he’d already filled. She didn’t want to drink tonight. Later, she would need to be completely sober, completely in touch with her every movement if she hoped to succeed, because there was no way she wasn’t going through with this.

			“To truth and justice,” she said and raised her glass, holding his gaze.

			He laughed. “Whatever.” He took a long drink. He seemed to be in a good mood...for some reason. Which concerned her.

			She pretended to take a sip and put down her glass. Roberto brought out their meals. She ate distractedly. Fitz ate with gusto, as if he hadn’t eaten all day. He probably hadn’t. She watched him out of the corner of her eye.

			All she could think was that she needed a distraction so she could get the powder into his wineglass, but he seemed settled in, his gaze on her when he wasn’t shoveling food into his mouth. Did he know what she planned to do? Had Edwin confessed that he’d told her about the thumb drive?

			Fitz’s cell phone rang, making her start and him swear. She had to relax. If he noticed how tense she was—

			“I have to take this,” he said and, dropping his napkin onto his empty plate, excused himself to head for the den. “What?” he demanded into the phone before he closed the door behind him.

			She had no idea how long she had. Maybe only a few seconds. Quickly, she pulled the packet with the pulverized sedatives from her pocket. It took way too long to get the packet open, her fingers refusing to cooperate. She could hear Fitz still on the phone, but he was trying to keep the call short. He could open that door any moment and catch her. She feared she wouldn’t get another chance tonight.

			The bag finally opened. She poured the contents into his wineglass. Some of the white powder stuck to the side. She hurriedly poured some of her wine into his glass and swirled it around, spilling a little on the tablecloth.

			She heard the door open and Fitz’s raised voice. “We’re in the middle of dinner,” he said into the phone, the door opened a crack. “We can talk about this tomorrow.”

			All she could do was cover the spot with his plate, moving it though from where he had it set perfectly in front of him. Would he notice? He might. She moved the plate back to where it had been. Or at least close.

			As he came out of the den, she reached for the wine bottle to refill her glass. Then she began to pour more wine into his glass, spilling just a little on the already stained tablecloth.

			Fitz grabbed the wine bottle from her hand. “Clumsy. That’s not like you.” His heated gaze burned her as he walked around the table. Picking up his cloth napkin, he covered the spilled spot on the tablecloth and called for Roberto to bring him another napkin and take their empty plates.

			She could feel his eyes on her, suspicious. The two spots on the tablecloth. He would see it. He would know. She looked up at him. He looked disgruntled with her. Would he demand the tablecloth be changed just to show that he was still in charge?

			He took a deep breath, let it out and finally sat down. As he did, he straightened the salt and pepper shakers. She hadn’t realized that she’d knocked over the salt in her hurry to cover up her crime.

			She picked up her wine and pretended to take a drink. Had she gotten away with it? Not until he drank his wine.

			Roberto whisked away their plates, promising to return with a surprise dessert. She saw Fitz open his mouth as if to say he didn’t want dessert.

			“I do, please,” she said quickly, cutting him off. Then she looked at Fitz and said, “I’ve been thinking.” She lowered her eyelashes.

			“Oh?” From under her lashes, she saw him pick up his wineglass and take a drink as he watched her.

			“Maybe we could make a deal.”

			He chuckled. “You really aren’t in a dealing position.”

			She met his gaze, ran her finger along the rim of her wineglass and wet her lips. She had his attention. More than that, she saw something in his eyes that surprised her. Yes, he wanted to punish her, destroy her, but he also wanted her as well as her ranch. His look was lustful. Maybe she had more to bargain with than he wanted to admit.

			She took a sip of her wine and this time swallowed it. Easy, girl. If this works, you need to be dead sober. She continued to hold her wineglass. She’d heard somewhere that diners often mirrored their dinner companions. Reach for bread, they were apt to as well. Same with drinking?

			Bella realized there must be some truth to it because Fitz took a healthy drink of his wine. She needed him to finish it, though. He was a big man. But there’d been enough sedatives in the packet to put down a farm animal. If he finished his wineglass, he should start feeling the effects fairly soon.

			But not too soon, she hoped.

			“So?” he asked. “What is this...deal you want to make?”

			She could see that he was interested, and it had gotten his mind off the spilled wine on the tablecloth. “I feel like we should call a truce.”

			He grinned. “A truce? What do you have in mind?”

			She took another sip of her wine. She could feel the heat of it rush to her chest. But she had to get him to drink all of his. He had put his wine down but now picked it up again and nearly drained the glass.

			She noticed with a jolt that there was white powder in the bottom of his glass. “It’s going to take more wine,” she said with a little laugh and reached for the bottle, knocking it over. There wasn’t much left to spill but enough to cause him to leap to his feet as the bottle banged into his glass, spilling the last of the contents onto the already soiled tablecloth and running like a river straight for him.

			He swore and jumped back just as she’d hoped. He didn’t want to get red wine on his linen trousers.

			She leaped up as well and grabbed his glass and spilled hers as well. “Roberto,” she called. “We need help.” She giggled as she felt Fitz’s hard suspicious gaze on her again. “We’re going to need another bottle of wine,” she said, laughing as Roberto came into the room.

			“I believe you’ve had enough,” Fitz said. “Clean this up.” He stepped back from the huge red stain on the white tablecloth as if it were blood.

			Squeamish a little? She swayed and pretended to have trouble focusing. “I think we should discontinue this conversation for the moment. I might have to lie down or throw up,” Bella said and grabbed the edge of the table for support. Had he noticed that her wineglass was less empty than his?

			She told herself to be careful. Fitz watched everything. If he thought that she wasn’t as tipsy as she was... Or worse, that she’d put something in his wine...

			Roberto appeared and quickly took the dishes and the stained tablecloth. He saw that they were both standing and neither of them had sat back down. “No dessert?” he asked, sounding disappointed. “I made something special—”

			She cut him off before he could say what. “Save me some please, but I really have to...” She didn’t finish, just exited quickly, hurrying up the stairs to her room where she locked the door behind her.

			Her back against the door, she stood listening until she heard Fitz’s footfalls. Then she made gagging sounds until the footfalls quickly faded back down the hallway in the direction of the guest hallway.

			Going to the intercom, she called down to the kitchen. “Roberto, I could really use some hot black coffee.”

			“And maybe dessert?” He lowered his voice and smiled. “I made tres leches.”

			She couldn’t help but smile. “Why not?”

			A few moments later there was a tap at her door. She couldn’t be sure that Fitz hadn’t waylaid Roberto and she would find him standing outside her door holding the tray, waiting to be let into her room.

			She grabbed a towel, wrapped it around her head and splashed water on her face. As she was leaving the bathroom, she remembered to flush the toilet.

			Unlocking the door, she opened it a crack. To her relief, Roberto was holding the tray. She stepped back to let him enter.

			“Thank you,” she said. “I don’t feel so well.”

			“There are some over-the-counter pain relievers on the tray as well,” he said and smiled as he quickly left.

			She locked the door and reached for the coffee. If the sedative worked, then Fitz should be feeling the effects right now. She glanced at the time. She’d give it another fifteen minutes.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Tommy had taken his suspicions about Fitz’s gambling debt to his brother James. It hadn’t taken long before they had a completely different picture of Edwin Fitzgerald Mattson the Third. “He’s in trouble. His lifestyle seems to have caught up with him.”

			“The car is leased,” James said. “He’s behind in his apartment rent and his credit cards are maxed out. Have you seen the wedding invitations?” He shook his head. “Cash-only gifts as the couple will be moving overseas.”

			Tommy swore and snatched the invitation out of his brother’s hand. Did Bella know about this? He didn’t think so. But since she wasn’t planning to go through with the wedding, maybe she wasn’t worried about it.

			“So he does plan to sell everything, including the ranch,” Tommy said. “Even taking all of this into consideration, it still seems like Fitz is too desperate.”

			James nodded. “I saw the police report on the hit-and-run. I have a friend in the police department. You didn’t mention that the bastard tried to kill you first.”

			“If it was Fitz’s doing. Did your cop friend also tell you that the SUV was stolen and that they suspect it was an accident?”

			“Yeah, like either of us believe that. Still, you’re right. Fitz wouldn’t know how to steal a vehicle unless the keys were in the ignition.”

			“There’s more going on here,” Tommy said. “From what Bella told me, he’s gotten involved with the wrong people.” James nodded. “I think this might have started with him wanting Bella, but that he now needs her money. The ranch is in her name. With the way things are selling in Montana right now...”

			“That place is worth a small fortune, being on the river with the main house, bunkhouse, stable, new barn and all that land,” James said.

			“She has a couple of trust funds and some other money as well,” Tommy told him.

			“If Fitz is as desperate as it seems, he’ll be even more dangerous,” James said.

			“That’s what has me terrified, because of what Bella has planned.” He couldn’t sit still. How could he let her go through with this? How could he stop her?

			“It’s Bella,” his brother said at seeing how anxious he was. “I’d put my money on her any day of the week to come out a winner.”

			Tommy smiled at his older brother. “I can’t help but be scared. I don’t know what Fitz will do next. He’s already proven how dangerous he is.”

			

			BELLA POCKETED THE empty thumb drive Tommy had given her to replace Fitz’s. If she didn’t switch them, then he would know too quickly that his was gone. She needed time to find out what was on the drive before he realized what she’d done.

			That was of course if she could pull this off. She checked the time. Now or never. Taking a deep breath, she unlocked her bedroom door, peered out.

			The hallway was empty. This time of night most of the security guards were either at the bunkhouse or outside on the grounds. Not that one of them couldn’t appear at any time in the hallway since she knew that they also made sure the house was secure.

			She let her bedroom door close softly behind her before starting down the hallway in her stocking feet. The house seemed unusually quiet tonight. The moon would be up soon. But right now, it was dark outside, even with a zillion stars glittering over the tops of the trees. Shadows hunkered in the depths of the pines. Not a breeze stirred the boughs.

			At the guest room wing she stopped to listen. She heard nothing but the pounding of her own pulse, as if the house were holding its breath.

			Making her way down the short hallway, she stopped a few feet from his door and listened before she pulled out her passkey. As quietly as possible, she stepped to the door and slipped the passkey into the lock.

			Breath held, she listened as she turned the key. It made a faint tick of a sound. She waited and then turned the knob and slowly eased open the door, terrified to think that Fitz could be lying in wait and about to ambush her.

			The room was filled with pitch-black darkness. The drapes were partially closed. Faint starlight cut through the gap to cast a dagger-like sheen on the carpet. The room held a chest of drawers and a king-size bed with a club chair and two end tables. The door to the bathroom stood open, its interior also dark.

			Over the thunder of her heart, she heard it. The sound of heavy rhythmic snoring came from the direction of the bed. She tried to breathe for a moment. She was shaking. If she hoped to get the thumb drive, she had to calm down.

			Stepping in on her tiptoes, she let the door close quietly behind her and moved toward the bed and the snoring man sprawled there. With each step, she expected him to bolt upright. Surprise! Maybe the sedatives hadn’t been powerful enough. Or maybe he hadn’t drank enough. She tried to remember how much white sediment had been in the bottom of the wineglass.

			She neared the bed, ready at any point to turn and run. It wasn’t until she was next to the bed that she saw Fitz had lain down with all his clothes on. The way he was sprawled, it appeared he’d barely made it before passing out. She wondered how fast the sedative had hit him and whether he’d realized what was happening before he hit the bed.

			Bella told herself that she couldn’t worry about that right now. Once she had the thumb drive, once she got it to Tommy, then it wouldn’t matter what Fitz suspected let alone what he knew.

			But because she didn’t know how long it would take or even how she was going to get the drive to him, she had to replace the drive with the empty one.

			Edging closer she listened to his snores. He lay on his back, one arm thrown over his head, the other lying across his rising and falling chest.

			The moon rose up over the mountains, over the tops of the pines, the bright light fingering through boughs to shine through the space behind the partially opened drapes. That dagger of faint light was now a river of gold that splashed across the room.

			The light glinted off the chain around Fitz’s neck.

			

			TOMMY PACED THE floor, unable to sleep. He should have talked Bella out of this. That thought made him laugh. Once Bella made up her mind... Still, he had to know what was happening out at the ranch.

			His cell phone rang, making him jump. Bella? He snatched up the phone. “Hello?”

			“Tommy, it’s James.”

			His heart jumped into this throat. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe. He gripped the phone, terrified of what his brother would say next. “Edwin senior is dead.”

			It took a moment before the unexpected news registered. “What?”

			“I just got the call here at the office from my friend with the Missoula police,” James said. “Apparently it was suicide. They think he’s been dead since sometime yesterday.”

			Tommy didn’t know what to say. He recalled Bella telling him about Edwin’s call to her. She’d said someone had come in. She’d feared it was Fitz and that he might have heard what his father had told her. “Does Bella know?” he asked. “What about Fitz?”

			“I have no idea if he’s gotten the call yet. Can’t imagine why anyone would call Bella.”

			But they would try to reach Fitz. Tonight. And given what Bella might be doing at this very moment...

			“Bella’s in trouble,” he told his brother and explained about her plan.

			James swore. “That’s a bonehead idea if I ever heard one, but if anyone can pull it off it is Bella.”

			“If you’re just trying to make me feel better—”

			“I’m not. You know her. I’m sure you tried to stop her without any luck, right?”

			“Right.”

			“What’s the worst that can happen?” James said. “He wakes up and catches her. He isn’t going to kill her. He can’t.”

			“I hope you’re right.” But Tommy knew that if Fitz caught her trying to steal the thumb drive, he would make her life even more miserable and God only knew what he’d do to her father.

			

			BELLA EDGED CLOSER to the bed. Her chest hurt from holding her breath. She let it out in a soft sigh as she kept her gaze on the bed and the man lying on it. Fitz hadn’t moved. He continued to snore loudly. She assured herself that he couldn’t hear her.

			But once she touched him...

			Her plan was simple. She would gently lift the chain at his neck. Except as she reached down, he let out a sharp snore and stirred. She froze. There was nothing else she could do. What would she do if he caught her? A half dozen lies flitted through her brain, all of them so lame they were laughable.

			After a few moments Fitz fell back into more rhythmic snores again. She shook out her hand, her fingers tingling as if asleep. Then she reached down and with slow, careful movements, pinched the thick gold chain between her fingers. Slowly, she began to lift it.

			As she did, she could see the shape of the thin thumb drive moving beneath his shirt as it headed for the V opening at this throat. Her mind started to play tricks on her, telling her that he was faking it, that he’d been expecting her, that once the thumb drive was visible his eyes would flash open and he’d grab her by the throat.

			Her hand trembled and she had to stop for a moment. Almost there, don’t give up now. She felt an urgency and yet she still pulled the chain slowly until she’d eased the thumb drive out from the shirt opening. It lay against his bare throat for a moment. She drew it over onto his shirt and let out the breath she’d been holding.

			Now it was just a matter of unhooking the golden chain from around his neck. Hanging onto the thumb drive, she pulled on the chain until the clasp was reachable.

			But in order to unhook the clasp, she had to lean forward over him closer than she’d ever wanted to be. She could smell his cologne and their long-ago-consumed dinner on his breath and tried not to gag. Her fingers shook with nerves. She tried not to look at his face as she worked at the clasp and yet she was still expecting his eyes to flash open, his hand to grab hold of her wrist. She was still expecting to be caught.

			The chain came unhooked so quickly that she dropped one end of it. She hurriedly slipped off the thumb drive and pulled the new empty one from her pocket—and switched them. Now all she had to do was reconnect the clasp.

			The whole process felt like it had taken too long and yet she knew it had only been a few minutes. Would Fitz be suspicious when he woke up to find his chain pulled out? She thought about trying to stick the thumb drive back under his shirt and was still considering it when his cell phone, right beside the bed, rang.

			The sound was so loud in the room that she jumped and dropped the chain as she lurched back. Her gaze shot to his face. He’d stopped snoring. His eyelids fluttered.

			Move! But her feet felt nailed to the floor.

			The cell phone rang again. She took a step backward, then another and another, all the time watching his face as he attempted to drag himself up from the drugged sleep. She was to the door when she heard the phone stop ringing. She could only see the end of the bed from here.

			Had he answered it? Her heart was pounding so hard she couldn’t be sure. She eased open the door and stepped into the hall, pulling it gently closed behind her.

			In those few seconds, she’d expected him to yank open the door and grab her. Inside his room, his phone began to ring again. Her heart banging like cymbals against her ribs, she turned and took off down the hall. At the end, she finally had the courage to look back—fearful that if she turned she’d find Fitz right behind her.

			The hallway was empty, but she could hear someone coming up the stairs. She hurried down to her room, unlocked the door with trembling fingers and stepped inside. It wasn’t until she had the door locked behind her and stood, trying to catch her breath, that she heard banging.

			Someone was pounding on Fitz’s door. In the distance, she could hear another cell phone ringing. She hurried to hers where she’d thankfully left it next to her bed. But as she picked it up to call Tommy, she heard a noise outside her bedroom door and then a knock.

			“Bella?”

			She recognized the voice. Ronan. The other guards called her Miss Worthington. He knocked again. She waited realizing she was supposed to be asleep. “Yes, what is it?” she called, hoping she sounded as if she’d just woken up.

			“There’s been an accident,” Ronan called through the door. “Open up.”

			She reached for her robe, pulling it around her and hiding her clothes under it. “What kind of accident?” She could hear him waiting. She looked around the room clutching her cell phone. The thumb drive was in her jeans pocket under the robe.

			At the door, she eased it open a crack. “What is it?” She sounded as impatient as she felt. She could hear Fitz’s phone still ringing. Something had happened, that much was obvious.

			“It’s Edwin Mattson. He’s dead. Suicide,” Ronan said. His dark eyes bored into her.

			She pulled the collar of her robe tighter. “Does Fitz know?” she asked.

			“I thought you would want to know. Your fiancé is going to need you.” There was censure in his words, in the look in his eyes.

			Bella felt sick to her stomach. What did Ronan know? But when she met his gaze, she realized he was probably the one who’d followed her and Tommy to the river. He knew. So Fitz knew as well—just as she’d feared. “I need to get dressed.” She slammed the door and quickly locked it an instant before he raised his hand to stop her.

			She leaned against the door. Just minutes before she’d been home free. She had the thumb drive. She’d done it. Now this? Edwin? Suicide. A feeling of doom washed over her, making it even more difficult to breathe. She’d heard someone interrupt her call with Edwin. Had it been suicide?

			This might change everything, she realized. What if she couldn’t meet Tommy at ten at the fire tower? She held her cell phone to her chest remembering their lovemaking at the old pine tree. As badly as she needed to hear his voice, she realized she couldn’t chance calling him. She could hear more footfalls in the hallway. Ronan could be standing out there listening.

			No, she’d just find a way to meet Tommy at the fire tower and give him the thumb drive. In the meantime, it sounded as if the guards had managed to awaken Fitz. She needed to change clothes and go downstairs. The best thing she could do, she told herself, was to act as normally as possible. It wouldn’t be hard to appear shocked about Edwin’s death. It would be much harder to accept that he’d committed suicide—and hide her true fear that Fitz was behind it.

			She closed her eyes, thinking of the man who’d tried to help her and her father. But mostly thinking of Edwin’s call and the sound of someone interrupting them—someone he’d feared. His own son?

			Dropping her cell phone into her purse, she hurried to her laptop and inserted the thumb drive. She might not have much time, but she needed to know that this wasn’t another of Fitz’s tricks and that there really was something on this drive.

			She could hear the sound of footfalls in the house, the commotion mostly in the guest hallway. Had he realized by now that he’d been knocked out?

			There was only one file on the thumb drive. She clicked on it just an instant before there was loud knocking at her door again. Data. Lots of data, everything she needed, she hoped. Edwin had told her the truth. Hurriedly, she ejected the thumb drive and pocketed it in her jeans.

			“I’m getting dressed,” she called through the door—not about to open it again. She didn’t trust Ronan. That was the problem with mad dogs. Sometimes they even turned on their owners.

			But this time the voice on the other side came from one of the other guards. “Mr. Mattson would like you to join him downstairs.”

			She glanced at the time. It would be daylight soon. What could Fitz want with her? “I’m getting dressed. Please tell him that I’ll be down shortly.”

			She waited until she heard the man move away from the door before she hurried to change. Exhaustion pulled at her. It had been a nerve-racking night. She considered what to do with the thumb drive and decided keeping it on her was best. Her burner phone was in the car. She’d call Tommy on the way to the fire tower.

			Dressed in a clean pair of jeans and a blouse, she pocketed the thumb drive, pulled on a jacket and went downstairs, taking her purse with her. As soon as she could, she’d go to Tommy.

			Fitz was so adamant about them looking like a loving engaged couple, he would probably want her to go with him to talk to the police and make arrangements for his father’s body to be taken to the funeral home.

			But with Fitz she never knew what to expect. He could still be somewhat out of it because of the sedatives. She figured one look at him would tell her whether or not he knew what she’d been up to.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Fitz tried to think. His head felt filled with cotton. “Coffee,” he demanded once Roberto had been awakened and sent to the kitchen. “Keep it coming.” The police had called with the news. They would want to see him. But they couldn’t see him in this condition.

			He caught a glimpse of himself in a mirror in the dining room and recoiled. He couldn’t meet with anyone looking like... He narrowed his gaze at his reflection. He hadn’t consumed that much alcohol at dinner. No, the way he was feeling wasn’t from the wine.

			At the sound of footfalls, he turned to see his lovely future bride coming down the stairs. Every time he saw her, he was stunned at how perfect she was. She’d always been like this, even as a girl. So self-assured, so adorable, so capable of just about anything.

			The reminder sent a stab of worry through him. He touched the chain at his neck. When he’d awakened fully clothed as if from the sleep of the dead, the chain and thumb drive had been outside his shirt. He’d hurriedly stuffed it back in as he’d gone to the door to find the guards standing in the hallway looking worried. Apparently they had been banging at his door for some time.

			“Sir, your phone is ringing and the police are on the landline downstairs,” one of his men had said, eyeing him strangely.

			Fitz had had to fight to make sense of what the guard was saying. He’d turned back to his bed, shocked to see that he hadn’t been under the covers. He hadn’t even removed his clothing from last night. That was when he’d realized that his phone was ringing. He’d stumbled to the end table and grabbed up his phone. His father was dead. Suspected suicide?

			He’d felt as if he’d missed more than a phone call. He’d lost hours of time and didn’t have any idea how it had happened.

			“I’m sorry to hear about your father,” Bella said as she joined him.

			He looked into her green eyes. It was like looking into a bottomless sea that beckoned him before the lids dropped, shutting him out. “Thank you,” he said, his tongue feeling too large for his mouth. He turned and yelled into the kitchen. “Where is my damned coffee?”

			“Let me go see,” Bella said and started past him.

			He grabbed her arm and shook his head. “Stay here with me.” His voice broke, surprising him. He sounded like a man who’d just lost his father. He was taking this much worse than he’d expected. He and Edwin senior had been at odds for so long now...

			She didn’t argue. “Would you like me to go with you to talk to the police?”

			The offer touched him and made him suspicious at the same time. She looked guilty of something. He would eventually find out, he told himself. Right now just keeping his eyes open was hard enough. Thinking hurt. “Thank you,” he said, knowing he had no intention of taking her up on her offer. He’d go alone. Bella had spoken to his father recently. He couldn’t trust that she wouldn’t say something that might cast suspicion on him.

			Roberto hurried out of the kitchen with the coffee. Also on the tray along with the cups and spoons were what appeared to be small cakes and a bowl of strawberries.

			“I thought you might like something while I make your breakfast,” Roberto said.

			Fitz was touched by the man’s thoughtfulness, until he realized that the gesture wasn’t for him. The cook was beaming at Bella. He waved Roberto away and pulled out Bella’s chair. “It seems you have a not-so-secret admirer,” he said as he shoved her chair hard into the table.

			She let out an ooft that made him feel better as he moved to his chair and sat down. Bella had recovered quickly. She busied herself pouring him a cup of coffee. Yes, she definitely felt guilty about something, he thought. He couldn’t wait to find out what. Something more than Tommy Colt?

			Just the thought of her with that cowboy made him grit his teeth. His head ached with a dull constant throb. He couldn’t make sense of why he felt so...sluggish.

			Ronan came into the room and motioned that he needed to speak with him. Fitz shot a look at Bella. Did she suddenly look pale? He believed she did. What now? he thought as he rose and excused himself to go speak privately with the man.

			

			BELLA SIPPED HER coffee and tried not to act interested in whatever Ronan was telling his boss. She couldn’t hear what was being said, but she saw, out of the corner of her eye, Fitz turning around to look at her.

			When he came back to the table, he apologized for the interruption and sat down. He seemed even more uncoordinated than usual, as if his balance was off from the sedatives. She saw him frowning as if trying to understand what was going on.

			Whatever Ronan had told him had him upset. She could feel waves of anger coming off Fitz like electrical currents. She braced herself, knowing that whatever the guard had told him, it wasn’t good. She thought about her lovemaking with Tommy yesterday evening. She’d been so sure that she hadn’t been followed.

			Helping herself to some strawberries and one of the small cakes, she offered to dish up a plate for Fitz. He growled under his breath and shook his head, hardly taking his eyes off her. The waiting was starting to get to her. Fitz sat rigid, staring a hole into her.

			“I’m sure you’re upset now that the wedding will have to be postponed,” Bella said as she lifted her coffee cup to her lips.

			Fitz roared, slamming his hand down on the table. Dishes and silverware rattled. His coffee slopped over onto the tablecloth, making him let out yet another oath.

			He threw his napkin down on the stain as he appeared to fight for control. Was this about what Ronan had told him? Maybe his father’s death had hit him harder than it had first appeared. Maybe he hadn’t killed Edwin. Maybe it had been suicide after all and now it was interfering with Fitz’s plans. Whatever the reason, his mood was worse than anything she’d seen before.

			“Roberto,” he called. “Please bring me another napkin.” The cook responded at once and then quickly went back to making their breakfast plates. She watched Fitz carefully wipe coffee from the side and bottom of his cup before just as carefully folding the napkin and putting it aside.

			One of his guards came into the room, stopping at the end of the table. Her heart dropped as she saw what he held in his hands—her laptop computer. The man set it down and left.

			She shot a look at Fitz. He had been watching for her reaction and was now smiling. Picking up his cup, he took a sip of coffee and then another. She knew that the sedatives were probably partially to blame for the man’s mood—but not all of it. His face was now composed but she could see fury just beneath the surface. It wasn’t just his father’s death that had him so upset.

			Bella tried to remain calm but as she took another sip of her coffee she had to hold the cup with both hands to hide her trembling. Had he plugged in the thumb drive around his neck and found it empty? If so, he would know that she’d switched them. In which case, he would also know that she’d drugged him last night, which would explain why he wasn’t thinking clearly.

			She knew he was waiting for her to ask about her laptop so she didn’t. Roberto brought out their breakfasts and she dug in, even though she had to choke it down. She could feel Fitz’s gaze on her as she ate and pretended that everything was fine. She could feel her pulse just below her skin thumping. How much did he know? And what would he do now?

			What she’d found on the thumb drive was more than bank and business records. There had been bank account numbers and passcodes for three foreign banks. She hadn’t had time to find out how much money might be in each, but she suspected the money might be more of an issue with him than her destroying his hold over her.

			“We are not postponing the wedding,” he said calmly. He held out his hand. She looked from it to his face, uncertain what he might want from her. “Give me your keys.”

			Bella instantly bristled. “I will not.”

			“I’m afraid you now have no choice. Your...behavior with Tommy Colt will no longer be permitted. You are my fiancée. As such you will no longer sneak off to have sex with another man.” She started to speak but he talked over her. “You will not be allowed to leave this house until the wedding this Saturday. If that cowboy comes around, he will be shot.”

			“You can’t hold me here,” she said with more conviction than she felt and saw in his expression that he could and would keep her here. She was now his prisoner. She thought about the burner phone hidden in her car and the thumb drive in her pocket. Tommy would be waiting for her at the fire tower at ten.

			“Give me your cell phone and your keys. I already have your laptop and I’ve had the landline disabled. I don’t want to have one of my men frisk you any more than I want to have them tear your room apart, but I will.”

			She reached into her purse, took out her keys and her phone and set them on the table, her mind racing. She had to get the thumb drive to Tommy. She had to at least call him. It would be just like him to come to the ranch if he didn’t hear from her.

			“What about your father?” she asked as Fitz reached across the table and scooped up her phone and keys. She’d actually thought that he’d been close to Edwin. But then again, Fitz had been blackmailing him—just as he had her father and her. Wasn’t that why Edwin killed himself? If Fitz hadn’t murdered him, she reminded herself. Edwin had turned on his son. If Fitz had been the person she’d heard in the background on the phone...

			“His last wish was to be cremated,” Fitz said. “Given that he killed himself, I think a quiet family-only memorial after we get back from our honeymoon would be best.”

			She met his gaze. “But we aren’t coming back from our honeymoon.”

			He had the good grace to redden at being caught in one of his lies. “Why would you say that?”

			“Because you’ve already made arrangements to sell the ranch while we’re gone,” she said.

			“We won’t need it any longer,” he said, defensively.

			“As your wife, I’d be glad if I had a say in what happens to my family ranch,” she said, refusing to cow down to this man. She would never be his wife.

			Fitz laughed. “You have no say in anything. Haven’t you realized that by now? I have both you and your father exactly where I want the two of you. We will be married Saturday and if you do anything to embarrass me, both of you will regret it to your dying day. Am I making myself clear?”

			She swallowed. Fitz had her laptop, her phone and her keys. Unless she could get the thumb drive to Tommy, then Fitz would win. She couldn’t clear her father—and the wedding was only two days away.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Tommy had been waiting for word from Bella. He’d gone to the fire tower and waited an hour before returning to the office where he now paced. “She should have called by now.” He hated to think what Fitz might have done if he’d caught her attempting to take the thumb drive last night. The not knowing was killing him.

			“She probably couldn’t get away because of Edwin’s suicide,” James told him. Tommy knew that could be the case. Or it could be something much worse. If Bella had the thumb drive, she would do whatever it took to get it to him.

			When his cell phone rang, he jumped and quickly pulled it out, praying it was Bella. It wasn’t. It was FBI agent Ian calling from back East.

			“Our face recognition program identified Caroline Lansing,” Ian said. “Her real name is Caroline Brooks. She’s a con woman and wanted in numerous states for fleecing rich older men. But with the information you gave us, we might be able to pick her up before she does it again.”

			“What about retrieving his money?”

			“Sorry, he’d have to wait in line. I’m sure the money is long gone. But I doubt she was working alone. We have a lead on her. I’ll let you know once we have her in custody.”

			“I suspect she didn’t find this mark by accident,” Tommy said. “If so, it would help the case I’m working on. The man’s name is Edwin Fitzgerald the Third, better known as Fitz.”

			“You’re thinking she might want to make a deal. I’ll let you know.”

			He disconnected, feeling even more anxious. If there were a connection between Caroline and Fitz, she might implicate Fitz for a lighter sentence. Tommy held on to that hope.

			Right now, he was more worried about Bella. He didn’t dare call her cell. He’d already tried the burner without any luck. He didn’t dare keep calling it. His only hope was that with Edwin senior dead, Fitz would delay the wedding.

			

			FITZ WAS AS good as his word when it came to locking her up inside the ranch house. She wasn’t allowed to leave. A guard had been posted at each door—including her bedroom.

			“Ronan and Miles give me the creeps,” she’d told Fitz. “I don’t want to see either of them outside my room. You do realize that neither of them can be trusted, don’t you?”

			He’d laughed at that. “Talk about the pot calling the kettle black.”

			She’d held her ground and had been relieved when she hadn’t seen either of them around. But she’d known they were still on the ranch and that if she tried to escape, they would be the most dangerous to come across.

			There was no escaping though and Fitz knew it.

			“What am I supposed to do over the next two days?” she’d demanded. “Stay in my room?”

			“That’s a very good idea,” he’d agreed. “That way I’ll know you’re safe.”

			She scoffed at that. “I won’t be safe until you’re out of my life and my father’s.”

			Fitz looked hurt. “I’d hoped we were past that by now. I’ve asked you to marry me.”

			“You’ve blackmailed me, moved into my ranch, threatened me with armed guards and now you’re holding me prisoner,” she said. “Let’s not pretend that you’re the victim here.”

			“Neither are you,” he snapped. “You want out?” He picked up his phone. “I’ll call the auditor who will call the FBI. They’ve been looking for enough evidence to put your father away. When they arrest Nolan, they’ll find the drugs.” Fitz shrugged. “You’ve always had a choice, Bella. Your father was a fool. If you hate me so much, then let your father get the justice he deserves and you can walk away.”

			He knew she couldn’t throw her father to the wolves, no matter what foolish mistakes he’d made. Fitz knew that she’d never had a choice. She had the thumb drive but unless she could get it to the authorities...

			No, she’d realized that there was only one way out. “I want to check on my flowers,” she said the morning before the wedding.

			“Is that really necessary?”

			She stared at him. “Do I really not get any say in the wedding?”

			He studied her for a moment, then relented. She could tell that he was hopeful she was accepting their upcoming nuptials. He started to pass her his phone, but then thought better of it. Getting up from the table, he went into the den and, after a few minutes, came back with her phone.

			Bella knew he wouldn’t let her leave the room to call the florist and was grateful when he got a call that at least took him away from the table. He didn’t go far.

			She hurriedly made the call. Susie Harper was a friend of hers and Bella was relieved when she answered. “It’s Bella. I wanted to check on the bouquet.”

			Susie was silent for a moment. “The one that was ordered for you?” Before Bella could clarify, her friend said, “Tommy told me what you needed. With his help, it is ready to his specifications. Unless you want to change—”

			“No,” she said quickly. He must be planning to have a note inside the bouquet for her. She could tell that her friend desperately wanted to ask what was going on. “Thank you so much for doing that for me. I’ll come by soon and we’ll go to lunch and have a long talk.”

			“I hope so,” Susie said, worry in her voice.

			“You’re a lifesaver,” Bella said and hung up as Fitz cut his call short and returned to the table.

			“Did you get what you wanted?” he asked.

			She handed back the phone before he snatched it from her. “At least I’ll have the bouquet I want.”

			“But not the groom,” he said and cursed under his breath before saying he would be going out. “Do I have to warn you not to try to leave?”

			She said nothing, just glared at him, wondering what she would find in the bouquet tomorrow.

			

			FITZ COULDN’T WAIT for the wedding. Soon he would have everything he wanted. As it turned out, his father had done him a favor by taking his life. The man must have realized that if Bella agreed to be married to his son, someone still had to take the fall for the legal and financial problems with the partnership. If Fitz kept his promise and didn’t give the Feds the books that made Nolan guilty, then he had to make it appear that Edwin senior was behind everything. His father must have come to that same conclusion.

			With Edwin senior dead, it would be easier to let Nolan off the hook—unless Bella did anything to stop the wedding, Fitz thought.

			But you aren’t married yet, he reminded himself as he looked across the table at his fiancée later that evening. The past couple of days had been hell. If looks could kill, he’d be a molten pile of ash on the floor. She hated him.

			Still he held out hope that if he kept his promise, she might come to love him. It wasn’t like she had a choice. Once they were married, if she didn’t come around, then he would punish her in ways she couldn’t yet imagine.

			That wasn’t really what he wanted, though. He was in love with her—in his own way. The thought made him angry since he knew she was in love with Tommy Colt. He’d ached for this woman for years. Now, he told himself, he would have her any way he had to take her. Just the thought of their wedding night made him shift in his chair to hide his desire for her.

			In another twenty-four hours, she would be his.

			“There is something I’ve wanted to tell you,” he said. He’d hoped to tell her this when they got married, but thought maybe if she knew it might soften her feelings toward him enough that tomorrow would go smoothly.

			Bella looked up at him. It was the first time he’d let her come downstairs to dine with him. Instead, he’d been sending up her meals to her room. He’d hoped being locked in her bedroom would bring her to heel. He should have known better.

			But this evening, she’d looked surprised when he’d tapped on her door and invited her down to the dining room. At first, he’d seen that she’d been about to decline out of stubbornness. Clearly she’d been going a little crazy in her room for all this time.

			“I wanted to talk to you about something,” he’d told her, giving her a way to accept gracefully. Grudgingly she’d agreed to have their last dinner together before the wedding tomorrow at ten in the morning. He’d opted for a morning wedding because he couldn’t bear waiting all day. This way they would have a brunch reception and slip away to start the honeymoon.

			Roberto, of course, had made her something special for this last supper before the wedding. Bella had been polite with Roberto, thanking him and even sharing just enough small talk to have Fitz gritting his teeth. She could be so sweet to other people. To Fitz himself, she snarled like an angry dog. But he assured himself that if he had to, he’d beat that out of her.

			Now she stopped eating to stare at him as if waiting patiently for whatever he had to tell her.

			He took a breath, let it out slowly and smiled as he cleared his throat and said, “I fell in love with you the first time I saw you.” No reaction. “Seriously, Bella, I love you.” She started to speak, but he stopped her, afraid of what she might say to ruin this moment before he could finish. “I hate the way I’ve gone about this.” He saw disbelief in her expression. “I would have loved to have simply asked you out, but I knew...” He let out a self-deprecating laugh. “With our history from childhood that you wouldn’t have gone out with me.”

			

			BELLA WAS GLAD she hadn’t spoken in the middle of his touching speech. She saw Fitz’s vulnerability unmasked in his face, in the nervous way he kneaded at his cloth napkin, in the way his eyes shone. She warned herself to step very carefully.

			“I’m sorry too that this happened the way it did,” she said. She couldn’t very well say that she was glad he’d finally shared his feelings. She wanted to tell him all the reasons she couldn’t stand the sight of him. But that too wouldn’t help right now.

			“I had no idea that you felt like this,” Bella said, thinking of his awful threats as to what he planned to do to her once they were married. Fitz had always struck out in anger from the time he was a boy.

			She knew whatever she said next could bring out that anger in him and make things worse. But she wasn’t sure how to make things better without lying to him and agreeing to marry him.

			“I have to wonder...” She met his gaze. She felt her heart begin to pound. Careful. “Is this how you envisioned it going?”

			“I’d hoped that if we spent time together maybe...”

			“It’s hard to force something like this,” she said.

			“But in time...” He still looked as if he really believed that she would come to love him once they were married.

			“What if our feelings don’t change?” she asked quietly.

			He tossed his blond hair back and she saw the change in his expression. “You mean what if your feelings don’t change.”

			“It would only cause us both pain.”

			When Fitz smiled, she saw the bully he’d been as a boy and was now as a man. “I can promise it will be more painful for you.”

			Bella sighed and picked up her fork. Roberto had made her a special meal and she was bound and determined to do it justice. Also it was the first time she’d been out of her room.

			She could feel Fitz’s angry gaze on her and wondered how long it would be before he threw one of his tantrums. Fortunately, his phone rang. He let it ring three times before he shoved back his chair and stormed into the den to take the call. All she heard was him say, “I told you not to call me, Margo,” before he slammed the door.

			Bella looked toward the exits. Armed guards blocked both. She concentrated on her food. Tomorrow was the wedding. She’d found no way to get Tommy the thumb drive. She just hoped that whatever Tommy had put in her rose bouquet would save her.

			Roberto came back to the table to see if she needed anything.

			“Everything is wonderful, thank you,” she said and dropped her voice. “Have you heard of anyone trying to get onto the ranch?” She saw the answer at once in his eyes. Her heart dropped and tears flooded her eyes. “Is he all right?”

			The cook nodded. “I believe there was an altercation. Several of the guards needed to be patched up.” He smiled then. “But when the sheriff came, the...intruder was escorted from the property.”

			Fitz came out of the den.

			“Roberto was wondering if you needed anything else,” Bella said, seeing that he suspected the two of them had been talking. The intruder would have been Tommy. She was so thankful that he was all right.

			“I’m no longer hungry,” Fitz snapped. “If you’re finished, you should go back to your room. You need your rest. You’re getting married tomorrow. I can have Ronan escort you.” The threat had the exact effect he knew it would.

			“I can see myself to my room.” She rose and put down her napkin. “Roberto, thank you again for a lovely dinner,” she called to the kitchen. With that she headed for the stairs.

			Fitz followed her as far as the landing. He stood waiting as she entered her bedroom. A few moments later, she heard footfalls and then a key turned in the lock. She wanted to scream. Or at the very least cry.

			But she did neither. She walked to the window and stared out at the ranch she loved, vowing she would do whatever it took tomorrow but she would never marry Fitz.

			

			TOMMY’S ONE ATTEMPT to get onto the ranch and see Bella had been thwarted quickly. He’d known there would be guards. What he hadn’t expected was to be accosted by two obvious thugs. He’d held his own in the fight even against two of them, but he was smart enough not to go back to the ranch alone.

			As the wedding day had quickly approached, he’d become more concerned for Bella’s safety.

			“Fitz won’t hurt her,” James kept telling him. “He’s planned this elaborate wedding and invited most of the county. If you’re right and he’s in love with her...he won’t hurt her.”

			Tommy mostly agreed with James. “But we’re talking Bella. She won’t go through with it.”

			“How can she stop it?”

			“That’s what bothers me. I have no idea what she has planned,” he said. “Fitz knows her, too. He’ll be expecting her to do something. We have to stop the wedding before she does.”

			James sighed and nodded slowly. “You do realize that Fitz will also be expecting you to do something.” He held up his hand before Tommy could argue. “I’ve already called Davey and Willie. They’re coming in tonight. What we need is a plan.”

			Tommy nodded. “Whatever we do will be dangerous.”

			“I warned our brothers,” James said. “This might surprise you, but they didn’t hesitate even when I told them what we were up against.”

			The Colt brothers, Tommy thought as a lump formed in his throat. He’d always been able to depend on his brothers. But he’d never needed them as much as he did right now.

			His cell phone rang. It was his friend with the FBI. “Tell me you have good news,” Tommy said into the phone. Right now, he’d take all he could get.

			“We have Caroline. She is willing to give evidence against Edwin Fitzgerald Mattson the Third, or Fitz as you both call him,” Ian said. “Apparently the two had crossed paths when she’d tried to latch on to his father. Fitz told her about Nolan and gave her inside information that helped her take all of his money.”

			“So you’re going to arrest Fitz?” Tommy couldn’t contain his excitement. “Right away?”

			“Probably not until Monday.”

			“That will be too late,” he told Ian. “Is there any way you can get some agents here tomorrow? Fitz is blackmailing Nolan’s daughter into marrying him in the morning.”

			“I can try, but I wouldn’t count on it. Have you talked to the local sheriff?”

			“If Fitz had found out, he’d plant drugs on Nolan as part of the frame and blackmail. Bella was trying to get the evidence. But I’ve been unable to get near her the past couple of days. I’m really worried about her.”

			Ian sighed. “Let me see what I can do.”

		
	
        
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			The wedding day broke clear and sunny. Fitz had one of the guards bring her the wedding dress and shoes.

			“Your attendants will be arriving soon,” the guard said. “Mr. Mattson suggested that one of them help you get ready.”

			She thought about his controlling behavior and was surprised he hadn’t tried to see her before the wedding. Instead he wanted to send someone up to make sure she got ready?

			“No, I can manage,” she told him. Fitz had chosen her attendants, women she knew but wasn’t close to. Again optics. The women were ones who would look good in the wedding photos. “Tell Mr. Mattson that I’m fine.”

			She’d awakened with a start this morning, heart hammering. Getting up, she’d checked to make sure she still had the thumb drive. Her fear was that Fitz would check his and realize that they’d been switched. It wouldn’t take much for him to find it in her room, no matter how well she hid it. That was why she kept it on her except when she was sleeping.

			Fitz had kept her from seeing Tommy before the wedding. But she wanted to make sure the thumb drive got into the right hands depending on how things went in the next hour.

			She’d showered, put on her makeup and fixed her hair, gathering it up into a do on top of her head. She had to look the part. Fitz still had time to call the cops on her father. Timing was everything, she told herself, wondering how she was going to be able to stop him. Was he planning on giving her the thumb drive around his neck before the ceremony?

			Or would he break his promise and still turn in her father?

			At the knock on the door, Bella stepped to it. “Yes?”

			“Your bouquet has arrived,” a male voice informed her.

			She opened the door a crack and the guard handed her the tiny white rose bouquet. She took it and closed the door. Her heart pounded. Tommy knew her, knew she would be desperate. He had put something in the bouquet, she told herself. She’d heard something in her friend’s voice who owned the floral shop.

			Carefully parting the roses, Bella saw something glint silver at the center hidden deep in the roses. But it was the note, the paper rolled up into a thin tube tucked in among the petals, that she pulled out and quickly read.

			“This is only a last resort,” the note read. “I love you, Tommy.”

			Heart in her throat, tears in her eyes, she reached into the bouquet and pulled out the deadly-looking slim blade. She swallowed, nodding to herself. Tommy knew her, he loved her. He knew how desperate she was or she would have been in contact with him. He’d given her a sense of power, last resort or not. She carefully slipped the blade back in between the tiny white roses.

			A knock at the door. She took one last look at herself in the full-length mirror. The perfect bride about to head down the aisle to the wrong man. She dabbed at her tears, willing herself that there would be no more. She couldn’t think of Tommy, not now, because just as he knew her, she knew him. He would do everything in his power to stop this wedding. She had to be strong. She had to survive this—one way or another.

			Another knock. This time it was Ronan’s voice she heard just outside. He would be getting impatient to walk her over to the barn where all the wedding guests were waiting. She looked down at the bouquet in her hand knowing that when the time came, she couldn’t hesitate.

			She checked to make sure the thumb drive was still tucked securely under her garter. Over the past few days she would have done anything to get the drive to Tommy, but Fitz had made sure that she had no way to get away—or get a message to the man she loved.

			Bella still didn’t know if Fitz was aware that she’d switched the thumb drives. She told herself he’d been so busy with the wedding arrangements that he probably hadn’t given it a thought.

			Had he known he would have torn up her room looking for it. Or maybe he would have realized she could have hidden it anywhere in the house and that he might never be able to find it.

			It didn’t matter now. It was too late for either of them to do anything about it. She took a breath, knowing she couldn’t put this off any longer. Fitz would be worried that she might pull something before the ceremony. She’d seen all the extra guards he’d hired outside the barn. They were for Tommy Colt. Fitz was so sure he’d thought of everything and that nothing could stop this wedding.

			Bella opened the door. Ronan looked upset that she was taking so long. She stepped out, moving past him, ignoring him. But she could feel him behind her. His eyes burned into her back where the fabric of her wedding dress left her bare. The man frightened her under normal circumstances and these circumstances were far from normal.

			They went downstairs and walked the short distance to the barn where the wedding was being held. Vehicles were parked everywhere. She let her gaze sweep over them, taking in all the guards. Fitz had outdone himself and she suspected there would be even more on the way into the ranch—all to make sure that Tommy Colt couldn’t get onto the property.

			Her chest hurt at the thought of Tommy making another attempt to rescue her because if he did, she feared it would get him killed. She knew that Ronan and his friend Miles would have been ordered by Fitz to shoot to kill.

			“Can’t have any...trespassers on our wedding day,” Fitz had said more than once over the past few days. “I’d hate to have any bloodshed. Ronan and Miles have promised to keep it at a minimum—unless necessary.” The threat had been clear.

			Bella thought of the blade in her bouquet. How ironic. There would be bloodshed.

			As she and Ronan neared the barn, she heard the music and voices and spotted her attendants. They were all beautiful, slim and dressed in matching peach-colored gowns. Fitz had chosen well. Had there been photos of this wedding, they would have been quite gorgeous.

			She gave the women a mere nod of her head as she stepped into the entry. The women had to be wondering why they’d been invited let alone why they weren’t allowed to help the bride get ready for her big day.

			Ronan moved past her to where her father was pacing nervously. He turned, looking both surprised and relieved to see her. He was dressed in a tux and looked quite handsome, she thought. He looked better than he had since she’d returned home, but he didn’t meet her gaze as he came to stand next to her.

			Bella stared straight ahead as she took his arm and waited as her attendants began the procession down the carpeted aisle between the seats that filled the barn to overflowing. A huge tent had been erected at the back of the house where Fitz had said the reception would be held.

			He’d seemed disappointed that she hadn’t wanted to see everything he’d arranged. She’d known she would never be going into the tent for the reception even before she’d seen the blade hidden in her bouquet.

			“I’d rather be surprised,” she’d told him. They hadn’t spoken since dinner last night when Fitz had poured out his heart. She wondered if he really believed that he loved her or if it was just his excuse for what he was doing. Knowing that he was desperate for money, she figured that was more likely his true motivation.

			But soon he thought he would have the ranch. With his father’s death, he would have another third of the partnership. Or one hundred percent if he reneged on the deal and sent her father to prison.

			He would however never have her, Bella told herself, knowing what she would do. Tommy had to have known how desperate she felt. That was why he’d seen to it that she had a way out.

			Now as the attendants took their places, the aisle opening up, she saw Fitz standing next to his best man and a group of handsome tuxedoed attendants. She met his gaze. The look in those blue eyes was one of appreciation as he took her in.

			But there was also relief on his face. He’d been worried that Ronan would have to drag her to the altar. That would have definitely messed up his optics.

			But that was the problem, wasn’t it? He knew her. He had to know that she didn’t trust him to destroy any evidence that would send her father to prison. Just as he had to know that she wasn’t going through with this wedding no matter what he did.

			Did he really think this barn full of people would stop her? The man was a fool. He’d lied, cheated and bullied his way to this point. It wasn’t going to get him what he wanted. He didn’t know the first thing about love.

			But Bella did. Just the thought of Tommy made her stumble a little. Her father placed his free hand on hers. She could feel him looking at her. She didn’t have to see his face to know there was fear there. He didn’t want to go to prison. They both knew it would be a death sentence.

			But had she looked at him, she knew there would also be regret in his eyes. This wasn’t what he’d wanted for his daughter. It wasn’t what he’d wanted for himself. He’d lost so much, his business, his money, his only daughter. No matter how this ended, he would be a broken man.

			There was nothing she could do about that, she told herself. She had to think about her own survival—and keeping her father out of prison. The thumb drive under her garter would do that—once she was arrested.

			Bella tried not to think about taking Fitz’s life. She despised him but not enough to kill him under any other circumstances. He’d asked for this, but that still wouldn’t make it easy.

			He was still staring at her. She met his gaze and suddenly he looked nervous. She almost wished he had his usual smirk on his face. It would make things much easier.

			As she reached him, her maid of honor started to reach for her bouquet. She shook her head and sniffed the roses as she joined Fitz. The music stopped. There was the racket of everyone sitting down. The preacher cleared his voice. She could feel Fitz’s gaze on her face as she held the bouquet close, as if she couldn’t part with it.

			Would he insist she hand it to her maid of honor? Would he take it from her? She couldn’t allow that. Glancing up, she saw his expression and knew that the time had come.

			She pretended to touch the soft petals of the baby roses. Her fingers brushed over the cool steel of the knife. She looked up at Fitz and sunk her fingers into the roses.

			

			FITZ COULDN’T HELP being nervous as he watched his soon-to-be bride fooling with her beautiful bouquet as if she were as nervous as he was. That gave him hope that she’d accepted the marriage. Accepted him.

			It had taken her so long to appear that he’d worried that she’d somehow tricked Ronan and escaped. She wouldn’t have gotten far—not with all the guards he had on the property—but it would have spoiled their wedding day. That was the last thing he wanted.

			While he was waiting, he’d looked over the crowd. Anyone who was anybody was here today. He felt a sense of pride that they’d all come. But that little nagging voice in his head reminded him that they had come for Bella, not for him. Everyone loved Bella, he thought and tried not to grind his teeth.

			He’d been worried about Nolan showing up, but the man looked like the quintessential father of the bride in his tux. He must realize that his life was now in his soon-to-be son-in-law’s hands. Fitz hadn’t decided if he would let Nolan off the hook or not. That was up to Bella.

			He’d met her gaze as she’d headed down the aisle toward him. He’d tried to sense what she was thinking. Her face looked serene, too serene, and that bothered him. Did she look like a woman who knew she’d been bested and wasn’t going to make trouble? He could only hope, but he knew that until the pastor declared them husband and wife, he was going to be holding his breath.

			When her maid of honor reached for her bouquet, Bella ignored her. Instead, she sniffed the tiny white roses before looking up at him. He’d seen something in her gaze that had threatened to loosen his bowels.

			A shudder had moved through him as they’d locked eyes. His breath had caught in his throat and for an instant he’d felt...afraid. He swallowed now as he watched her fiddle with her bouquet. He tried to tell himself that she was merely nervous, something he’d never seen in her before.

			He swallowed and was about to take the bouquet from her so they could get this over with when he heard a thunderous roar.

			The guests heard it, too, he saw as he glanced toward the door. What in the world? He’d barely gathered his bearings when he recognized the sound. Horses. Dozens of them.

			

			BELLA WOULD NEVER forget the look of panic and surprise on Fitz’s face as the door to the barn burst open and Tommy came riding in on a horse. The horse thundered down the aisle through the barn between the seats, coming to a rearing stop before the altar. The moment Tommy reached for her, she swung up onto the back of the horse.

			The barn broke out in pandemonium as the two of them rode toward the exit door—which was now blocked by Ronan. She saw the gun in his hand and the look on his face. She could hear Fitz screaming for Ronan to shoot to kill.

			She pulled the knife from the bouquet and leaned off to one side of the horse, drawing Ronan’s attention. He hadn’t seen the knife until she slammed it into him. Ronan’s expression registered surprise as he dropped the gun and fell back. He got off one shot, but the bullet missed its mark, the report of the gunshot lost in the roar of horses and panicked screaming guests.

			As she and Tommy Colt rode out of the barn, she tossed her bouquet over her shoulder. She didn’t look back. The ranch yard was full of horses and riders. She recognized townspeople, neighbors, friends—who hadn’t been invited to the wedding—all on horseback.

			Some carried baseball bats. Others lengths of pipe. Most of the guards had backed down from what she could see. But Davy and Willie Colt were off their horses and involved in a fistfight with two of the guards.

			The sound of sirens filled the air. Bella saw the sheriff and several more patrol cars roaring up the road. But Tommy didn’t slow his horse as he headed into the woods at a gallop. She held on, wrapping her arms around his waist.

			She looked back only once. Fitz stood in the barn doorway watching her ride away. The front of his tux was dark with what appeared to be blood. Had Fitz been hit by Ronan’s stray bullet? Before she turned away, she saw him fall backward and disappear from view.

			They hadn’t ridden far when Tommy reined in and helped her off the horse. He swung down beside her and took her in his arms. She leaned into him and for the first time in forever let herself breathe freely.

			“You’re all right now,” Tommy said as he loosened her hair and let it drop to her shoulders. His fingers wound into her locks as he drew her to him. She finally felt tears of relief flood her eyes as she looked into his handsome face. Of course, he’d come to her rescue. Hadn’t she known in her heart that he would do whatever he had to. As she had done what she had to. Together, they were one hell of a team.

			“I got the thumb drive,” she whispered as she turned her face up to him.

			“I never doubted it,” Tommy said, grinning at her as he dropped his mouth to hers for a kiss that quickly deepened.

			At the sound of someone approaching, they drew apart and turned.

			“You remember Ian?” Tommy asked. “He’s with the FBI.”

			She nodded, then lifted the skirt of her dress and slipped the thumb drive from under her garter. “I think everything you need is on it,” she said, holding it out to the agent. “I hope this will help put him away.” If he wasn’t dead already. “At least, I hope it will clear my father.”

			Ian nodded as he pocketed the thumb drive. “They’ll want a statement from you, probably at the Billings office.”

			“I’d be happy to give one,” she said, surprised to hear her voice break. She’d come so close to taking Fitz’s life. As it was, she’d stabbed a man. Ronan could be dead for all she knew.

			Tommy put his arm around her and pulled her close. “Fitz?”

			Ian nodded. “I heard he was shot. He’s being taken to the hospital.”

			“One of his own guards I think shot him,” Bella said, her legs feeling suddenly weak. She leaned into Tommy’s strong body, loving the feel of his arm around her.

			Everything had happened so fast. It now felt like a dream. She feared she would wake up only to find herself standing at the altar with Fitz, her fingers searching for the knife in her bouquet.

			“Are you going to be all right?” the FBI agent asked.

			She nodded as she looked up at Tommy’s handsome, familiar face. For so long she’d feared that she might never see him again. Or that Fitz and his guards would kill him. She smiled at the loving look in his eyes and felt her heart float up. “I’m going to be fine.”

		
	
        
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			The next few days were a blur of cops, FBI and visits to the hospital where her father was recovering from a heart attack.

			“I’m sure the stress played a major role,” the doctor told her. “But he’s recovering nicely. In fact, he’s determined to get out of here as soon as possible.”

			Bella had been surprised by how quickly he’d recovered. When she entered his room later that week, she found him sitting up in bed. The change in him was nothing short of astounding. It was as if he was his old self again.

			He smiled when he saw her. “Did the doctor say when I can get out of here?”

			“He’s keeping you a little longer.” She studied her father and shook her head. He’d been so beat down before the wedding. Now though he looked ready to pick up the pieces of his life and move on as if nothing had happened. She wished she could put the past behind her that quickly.

			“You and that Colt boy were brilliant,” Nolan said. “I really thought you were going to marry Fitz.” He shook his head. “I should have known better.” He should have, she thought as he reached for her hand and squeezed it. “You saved your old man. Strange the way things turn out. Edwin...” He let go of her hand and looked away for a moment. “The police think he really did commit suicide.”

			Bella had been told the same thing. Edwin was facing prison for his part in framing her father. But also he had to know that Fitz might let him take the fall for all of it. She wondered what it must have been like for him to realize that he couldn’t trust his own son, and worse, that he held some responsibility for creating this monster.

			“The company is mine now,” her father said after a moment before he turned to look at her again. “With Edwin and Fitz gone...”

			So he was no longer broke. “What will you do?”

			“Rebuild it,” he said without hesitation. “I did it once, I can do it again.” He sounded excited about the prospect.

			She wondered how much the bad publicity would hurt the business, but she figured her father wasn’t worried. He liked a challenge. She told herself that he was smarter now, at least she hoped so.

			“You know they caught Caroline.”

			He nodded and avoided her gaze. “I loved her.” He shrugged. “I hadn’t realized how lonely I was for female companionship. Maybe I’ll find myself a nice woman. Or not,” he said with a laugh. “But you don’t have to worry about me anymore.”

			She hoped not. If Nolan did find a woman, Bella would have Tommy do a background check, she told herself.

			Her father grew quiet and for a moment he looked his age. “I’m so sorry I put you in that horrible position I did.”

			“It’s over,” she told him, putting her hand on his shoulder. He covered her hand with his own for a moment. “But you’re going to have to stop calling Tommy ‘that Colt boy,’” she said, smiling. “After all, he’s going to be your son-in-law.”

			Her father smiled, no surprise in his expression. “He’s perfect for you.”

			She laughed. “Yes, he is.”

		
	
        
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Fitz opened his eyes. For a moment, he couldn’t remember where he was or what had happened. A hospital. A nurse came running, followed by a doctor.

			It all came back to him as he started to move, only to realize there was a handcuff attached to his left wrist and the bed frame. He closed his eyes. He could hear voices around him, but he preferred the darkness of oblivion.

			He’d come so close to getting what he wanted. Bella. Just the sound of her name in his head made him wince in pain. His breathing was already shallow. His chest ached with each attempt to draw in oxygen.

			He suddenly felt for the chain and thumb drive around his neck. Gone! All of his gold jewelry. He realized the doctor would have removed it once he reached the hospital. Did that mean the cops already had it?

			He closed his eyes, wishing that he’d died.

			At a sound, he opened his eyes to find a man standing over him. His first guess? FBI.

			“I’m FBI agent Ian Brooks,” the man said. “I have a few questions.”

			Fitz shook his head. “I have nothing to say.”

			“We have your thumb drive and a statement from Bella Worthington,” the agent said.

			“You have no right to take my thumb drive,” Fitz said. “That’s my private property and should be locked up downstairs with my other personal items.”

			“The thumb drive on the gold chain, is that what you’re referring to? No, that one’s blank. I’m talking about the one Bella Worthington removed from the chain you kept around your neck.”

			Fitz felt his insides go liquid. “That’s not possible.” He thought of Bella. She would have had to—Like a flash of lightning, it hit him. “I have nothing to say to you,” he said to the FBI agent. “I want my lawyer. Get out of my room. Now!”

			“We’ll talk soon,” the agent said and left.

			With a curse, Fitz knew how Bella had done it. She’d drugged him. That explained why he couldn’t seem to wake up with the guards pounding at his door and the phone ringing to tell him that his father was dead.

			He slammed his fists into the bed he lay in. The bitch. She’d taken the thumb drive. When had she gotten it to the FBI? He couldn’t believe this. He’d kill her once he got out of here.

			If he got out of here.

			He closed his eyes, fighting panic. He would get out of here. Bella thought she was so much smarter than him. He’d show her.

			At a noise right next to his bed, his eyes flew open. He’d expected to find the FBI agent back. But instead it was a pretty young nurse.

			With a shock, he saw that she had green eyes. Her hair was blond, but he could imagine her as a brunette. She looked more like Bella than Margo. She was the right age though and her body wasn’t bad. He smiled at her.

			“I see you’re feeling better,” she said.

			He was feeling better. Seeing this woman, he told himself it was a sign. This wasn’t over. He would beat the rap against him. He would have what he deserved. “What’s your name?” he asked.

			“Roberta, but everyone calls me Bobbi.”

			“Bobbi.” He whispered her name. “I like that.” He rattled the handcuff on his wrist. “This isn’t comfortable. It shouldn’t be on there anyway. I didn’t do anything wrong.” He chuckled. “They got the wrong man. But once I’m out of here, I’ll clear it all up.” He’d hire a good lawyer. Or the best he could afford. So much of what the cops had against him was hearsay, his word against Bella’s and her crooked father’s. Even what was on the thumb drive he could explain away as Nolan trying to frame him.

			“In the meantime,” he said to the Bella-like nurse, “if you could take off the handcuff—just so I can get some feeling back in my wrist...”

			“I’m sorry, but it has to stay on except when you go for your MRI,” she said, looking sympathetic. “I heard you were shot at your wedding?”

			He nodded. “A terrible mistake. I can’t wait to get out of this bed so I can clear it up. I was framed by a woman I thought I loved.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “Now that you’re better, I’m sure you can straighten it out.”

			“Oh, I will.” He looked from her to the handcuff and then to the door. “What’s the MRI for?” he asked.

			“I’ll let the doctor explain it to you,” she said. “But don’t worry.”

			He wasn’t worried. Bella was the one who should be worried. Once he got out of here... He smiled at Bobbi and noticed she wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. Not that it would have mattered. He would have her one way or another.

			There was a noise out in the hallway. “I think they’re ready for you,” the pretty nurse said. “I’ll have the officer come in now.”

			“Have you ever wanted to be brunette?” he asked.

			She gave him a funny look but laughed. “Haven’t you heard that blondes have more fun?”

			Fitz chuckled. “Wait until you’re a brunette and with me.” Not that even this woman could satisfy his need for Bella. He would have them both. Only this time, he wasn’t going to be so nice to Bella. He’d make her pay for this.

			

			BELLA LOOKED UP at the sound of a vehicle. She’d spent a few days at Tommy’s cabin by the river, not wanting to go back to the ranch yet. She told herself that the bad memories of Fitz would eventually fade. Tommy and his brothers had cleared all signs of Fitz from the ranch house, he’d told her, but she was happy being with Tommy out at the cabin. It was nice on the river. It was nice feeling safe and happy. She never wanted it to end.

			But she had a business to run, and she’d decided to move the operation to the ranch. She had plenty of room there. And she couldn’t hide out forever. Fortunately, when she’d walked in the front door, all the good memories of the place she loved came back in a rush.

			Fitz was gone and forgotten. At least for a while. She’d heard that he was recovering from his gunshot but that when he’d collapsed from the wound at the barn that day, he’d hit his head. The doctor thought there might be some internal bleeding. She felt only glad that he was out of her life and tried not to worry what would happen if he were ever released from prison.

			There was enough on the thumb drive to convict him of numerous felonies. Add to that kidnapping and blackmail and all that it entailed, and he shouldn’t see freedom for a long time. He would hire the best lawyer he could. He would lie. She tried not to let that make her nervous.

			Now she glanced out to see Tommy drive up in his pickup. She felt a smile immediately pull at her lips. Just the sight of him made her happy. She opened the door, then froze as she saw his expression. “What is it?”

			He led her over to one of the porch chairs and they sat. “It’s Fitz. He was being taken to get an MRI when he apparently tried to get away from the officer guarding him. He fell and hit his head.”

			“Is he...”

			“He died. Hemorrhaged. Nothing they could do.”

			She stared at Tommy for a moment before he pulled her into his arms and held her. Fitz was gone. She hated the relief she felt and reminded herself that she’d been pushed to the point that she’d wanted to kill him and might have if Tommy hadn’t shown up when he did.

			Fitz had been misguided and power hungry, but it seemed wrong to be so thankful that a childhood acquaintance was gone. She told herself that maybe now he was finally at peace. Because otherwise, she’d known that he wasn’t finished with her. He would have come after her again. Only the next time, she might not have been able to get away.

			She shuddered and Tommy held her closer.

			“You’re all right now,” he said. “We’re all right.” She nodded against his chest. “It’s all rainbows and sunshine from here on out.”

			Bella laughed and looked up at him. “Rainbows and sunshine,” she said and kissed him. As long as they were together, it definitely would be.

			

			TOMMY WAS SURPRISED to find all three of his brothers waiting for him at the new office a few days later. “What’s going on?” he asked, sensing trouble.

			“It’s official,” James announced and held up Tommy’s framed PI license. “I thought I’d let you put it on the wall.” Some of the posters and photos of the cowboys in their family were now on the walls of the ground-floor office.

			Tommy took the framed license and spotted the hook next to his brother’s PI license. “You left a lot of room on that wall,” he commented.

			“For Davey’s and Willie’s PI licenses,” James said, and his brothers laughed.

			“Who said we were quitting the rodeo?” Willie said.

			Davey was quiet. When Tommy had told him that Carla Richmond down at the bank had asked about him, he’d seen how his brother had brightened. “That all she said?” Tommy had suggested that maybe Davy should stop by the bank and see her sometime. Davy had said that maybe he would. He was smiling when he said it.

			“Even if I gave up the circuit, I’m not becoming a private eye,” Willie said, shaking his head. “It’s too dangerous. I got shot at and thrown in jail for the night before James bailed me out and all I was doing was helping you steal a bride.” They all laughed.

			“I guess time will tell,” James said and motioned to the front of the building. “Tommy, you should check out our new sign.”

			He stepped out the front door and looked up. Colt Brothers Investigations. He couldn’t help the sudden bump of his heart or the lump that rose to his throat. He was doing this.

			Smiling, he stepped back inside. James had pulled out the blackberry brandy and the paper cups. They lifted their cups and the room suddenly grew very quiet. Tommy knew what they all were thinking about even before James made the toast.

			“To Dad.” His voice broke. “We haven’t forgotten.” They all nodded.

			“We will find out the truth,” Tommy said, and they all drained their cups.

		
	
        
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Bella wanted to pinch herself. She couldn’t believe she was standing in front of a full-length mirror again wearing a wedding dress. This one was of her own choosing though and so were the shoes on her feet and that smile on her face was real, she thought as she winked at her reflection.

			She glanced over at the woman next to her. Lorelei was also wearing a wedding dress. They grinned at each other. It had been James’s idea that they have a double wedding on the Fourth of July.

			“I would love that,” Lori had said. “This could be fun, unless you haven’t completely gotten over your last wedding.”

			Bella had laughed. In the time that had gone by, she’d put Fitz and what had happened behind her. The FBI had cleared her father and he was rebuilding the business and doing better than even she had hoped.

			“We could get married at the ranch,” Bella had offered. “Maybe an outside wedding by the river.” She hadn’t been anxious to have another one in the barn and she’d realized that the Colt men didn’t care where they got married—as long as they did.

			She smiled to herself now, remembering the day Tommy had saved her. “Marry me,” he’d said as he’d dropped to one knee after Ian had left them in woods. “I love you and I should have done this a long time ago. Come on, Bella, it isn’t like you aren’t already dressed for it.”

			They’d both laughed. She’d taken his hands and pulled him to his feet. “Remember when we were really little and we would pretend to get married?”

			“I didn’t think you’d remember that,” he’d said.

			“I remember everything the two of us did growing up,” she’d said, smiling. “You promised me an outdoor wedding by the river.”

			He’d laughed. “A promise is a promise.”

			“I will marry you this summer if you still want to get married. Who knows, you might decide being a PI isn’t for you and go back to the rodeo. It was your first love,” she’d teased.

			“You’re my true first love and always have been,” he’d said. “I will marry you this summer by the river. In the meantime, can I put a ring on it?”

			Bella had looked down at the huge diamond on her hand. She’d slipped it off without a second thought and hurled it into the pines. Tommy had shaken his head in surprise. “Some kids will be searching for treasure like we did at that age, and they’ll find it in the dried pine needles,” she’d said laughing. “Can you imagine it?” She’d seen that he could. “I just hope it brings them happiness.”

			He’d pulled her into his arms for another kiss. Then he’d opened the small velvet box he’d taken from his pocket. She hadn’t needed him to get on one knee again. He’d taken the small diamond ring from the box, and she’d held out her hand. It had fit perfectly. She’d smiled down at it on her hand and then up at Tommy. “It’s exactly what I wanted.”

			“Ready?” Whitney asked from the doorway, bringing her out of her reverie. It would be a small wedding, just family and a few friends. There would be a campfire afterward. There would be beer and hot dogs over the fire, Colt family style even though Roberto had offered to cater their weddings.

			She and Tommy would be moving into the ranch after they were married and she hoped Roberto would stay on as she rehired staff both for her business and the ranch.

			“I’ve never been more ready,” Bella said now.

			Whitney got tears in her eyes. “I’m going to cry. After everything you’ve been through to finally find the man of your dreams?” She wiped her eyes and handed Bella her bouquet. This time it was daisies, reminding her of spring and new beginnings.

			Tommy and James were waiting for them at the river along with the pastor who would be performing the ceremonies. Both men were dressed in Western attire, including their best boots and Stetsons.

			“Colt men,” Lori whispered. “Aren’t they handsome.”

			“Especially Willie,” Whitney said, making them both laugh.

			But Bella had to admit, seeing the four brothers together like this, it took her breath away.

			She looked at Tommy. He had a huge smile on his face that made her laugh. She knew that they’d been heading toward this moment since they first met all those years ago. She was marrying her best friend, her lover, her future. She couldn’t wait to become his wife and join his family.

			“We are going to make some adorable children,” she said as she and Lori walked toward the altar they’d built by the river and Tommy waiting for her.

			Lori giggled. “We’ve already started,” she whispered.

			Bella grinned over at her. “Congratulations. I suspect we won’t be far behind,” she said as she turned to meet Tommy’s gaze. She was finally coming home to the one place she’d always belonged with the cowboy who’d stolen her heart at the age of four.
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			Foothills Field Search

			by Maggie Wells

			Chapter One

			Brady Nichols’s date for the Daniels Canine Academy tenth-anniversary celebration party whined when he took the sharp curve a shade over the speed limit. They were late. He’d been running a full thirty minutes behind schedule the whole day, and his date was not inclined to be understanding.

			So, he was rushing, and Brady hated rushing.

			“We’ll be there in a minute.”

			She didn’t look at him. No, she simply sat there, staring through the glass with such intensity he was surprised she didn’t cut a hole clean through the windshield.

			Idaho wasn’t as overrun as Oregon and Washington had become in recent years, but still, he’d moved to Jasper to get away from Boise and all the complications the city held. He wanted a quiet life. He’d purposefully chosen a location where he didn’t have to be constantly vigilant, and he’d never regretted his choice. But his quiet life wasn’t actually very quiet, and he was getting tired of taking flak from the needy blonde beside him.

			He let off the gas as they navigated the next curve, and the Daniels ranch came into view. “See?” he prompted, nodding to a car signaling a turn into Emma Daniels’s drive. He glanced at the clock on the dash, pleased to find he’d managed to recover about ten minutes. “Here we are.”

			He swerved to park in the spot on the lawn the young man wearing a yellow mesh safety vest indicated. He recognized the kid as one of the at-risk youths Emma routinely put to work at the DCA. Kevin? Kayson? No, Kyle. His name was Kyle.

			Winnie let out a high-pitched whimper of excitement as he set the parking brake. Beside him, sixty-five pounds of pure happiness shivered with anticipation.

			“There. We made it.”

			Winnie’s sharp bark was one of pure joy, and he leaned over to pop the latch on the harness he used to keep her safely contained. His reward was a big, wet kiss. On the cheek, thankfully. Sometimes, in her exuberance, Winnie forgot they were partners first, friends second and the most significant being in one another’s lives as a by-product of the first two.

			He rubbed her silky ears, then looked her in the eyes as he stroked the dog’s cheeks. It was a calming technique Emma had taught him when he first started working with the spirited yellow Lab. She’d been barely more than a pup with big paws, gangly legs and an eager-to-please attitude.

			“Hold,” he ordered, reaching for the door handle.

			Winnie responded with another keening whimper of excitement, but stayed put. He climbed down from the truck and raised a hand to greet the young man in the vest. “Pulled parking duty, did ya?”

			Kyle shrugged. “The safety vest is pretty lame, but it beats emptying trash all night like William. And poor Hugh, he’s the designated scooper,” the kid informed him with a wrinkle of his nose. “I figure most everyone who’s coming will be here in the next half hour or so.”

			“Good turnout?” Brady asked as he opened the passenger door.

			Kyle motioned for an incoming minivan to park in the spot beside Brady’s. “Yep. Tons of food too. People have been bringing stuff, even though Miss Emma told them not to.”

			Brady smirked. “People around here hate to come to parties empty-handed.”

			He ran a comforting hand down the dog’s flank. Anticipation had her muscles quivering, but she made no move to exit the vehicle. She wouldn’t until he gave her the go-ahead. He waited until he was certain the van was parked, then snapped his fingers.

			Winnie barely gave him a chance to step out of the way. Her nose was pressed to the grass the minute she landed. She was trained from a pup to specialize in search and rescue, so Winnie’s first instinct was to sniff to get her bearings.

			“Lots of your friends here today, girl,” he said, clipping her lead onto the vest she wore. Crouching beside her, he snapped twice, and she plopped her butt to the grass, her full attention on him. He framed her face again, stroking her smooth cheeks with his thumbs. “I’m sure you’re psyched,” he said in a low, even tone Emma had trained him to use when not giving actual commands. At two years old, Winnie still had a few puppy tendencies. They were working on smoothing out the rough edges together. “Hang with me until we get situated, then you can run with the pack, okay?”

			She blinked, but her amber-brown gaze never wavered.

			“Good girl,” he said approvingly.

			“Is he your doggy?”

			The question came at him on a gasp of barely contained awe and delight.

			Winnie’s gaze darted past him and her tail thumped the ground hard enough to stir the dust. Brady twisted, still in his crouch, and found a girl with long blond pigtails gazing at them in slack-jawed wonder. He pressed his hands to his knees as he rose.

			“Yes, she is. Her name is Winnie, and she is a proud graduate of Daniels Canine Academy. She’s here for her homecoming.”

			Winnie’s tail shifted from thump to full swoosh, and the girl beamed her approval. “Wow! She must be real smart. Mama says Miss Emma trains only the smartest, bestest dogs.”

			“Your mama is right,” Brady replied, unable to resist returning her gap-toothed smile. “I’m Brady, and I’m a policeman here in Jasper. Winnie is my partner.”

			The girl’s eyes widened to the size of quarters. “She’s a police dog?”

			“She sure is. Say hello, Winnie,” he prompted, giving the yellow Lab’s head a single pat. At the signal, Winnie let out a bark of greeting, then panted with excited expectation.

			“Jillian?”

			A woman’s worried cry had all three of their heads whipping around. Seconds later, another slightly taller, but equally coltish girl appeared around the front of his truck. “She’s right here, Mama,” the girl called loudly. Then she eyed him with wary curiosity. “She’s talking to a man.”

			Brady tightened his hold on Winnie’s lead when a long, lanky woman with a mane of corn silk hair skidded to a stop beside the girls, an enormous purse dangling from her arm, and a covered dish clutched in both hands.

			“Jilly, I’ve told you over and over you can’t run off—”

			“But he has a police dog. He’s a policeman,” Jillian replied like this was all the defense she needed. “I was only saying hi.”

			Brady aimed a cordial smile at the mother. She looked vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t quite place her. “I’m Brady Nichols, ma’am. I’m with the Jasper PD.” He glanced down at Winnie, who’d shifted closer to his leg, exerting the barest pressure to her lead. “This is Winnie. She’s here to see some of her old classmates.”

			The woman blew out an exasperated breath, then tipped her head in his direction. “Nice to meet you, Officer Nichols. You too, Winnie,” she added.

			Her expression warmed as she shifted her attention to the dog, and Brady drew in a sharp breath. The woman was beautiful, but her looks weren’t her most potent weapon. No, it was the pure pleasure he’d seen in her eyes when she found herself on the receiving end of Winnie’s winning doggy grin.

			He’d forever be a sucker for women who loved animals.

			Glancing toward the large white tent erected between the main house and the outbuildings, he said, “I’m glad I’m not the last to arrive.”

			“Oh no, we’re chronically late,” she said, her grimace wan.

			Again, recognition niggled at him.

			“I’m Jillian Marie Whitaker,” the smaller girl volunteered. “Can I pet your doggy?”

			“May I,” her mother corrected.

			Brady could tell by the well-rehearsed delivery this wasn’t the first grammar lesson she’d given on the fly. “Sure,” he said, bobbing a nod of assent. Jilly skittered forward, but he held out a hand to stop her. “Has anyone ever taught you how to approach a strange dog?”

			She wagged her head so hard those long, silky pigtails whipped her face. “No,” she replied. “I mean, no, sir,” she adjusted, glancing over to her mother for approval.

			Brady felt something in his gut loosen as he watched the silent exchange between mother and daughter. Turning his attention to the older girl, he motioned for her to join them. “Hi. I’m Brady. What’s your name?”

			“Brook,” the girl answered shyly. Then, realizing her younger sister had set a more formal tone, she rolled her shoulders. “Brooklyn Ann Whitaker.”

			Matching her serious tone, he said, “Nice to meet you both. All,” he amended almost immediately. He saw their mother shifting from foot to foot and readjusting the weight of the bag hanging off her arm. “But maybe we can put the lesson on hold for a minute. It looks like your mom might need a hand.” He stretched both arms out and signaled for her to pass over the covered dish. “I’d be happy to carry something for you, ma’am.”

			“Her name is Mom, not ma’am,” Jilly interjected helpfully.

			“Her name is not Mom,” Brook retorted. “Sheesh, don’t you know anything?”

			“Girls,” their mother said in a warning tone. Returning her focus to him, she gave him a half-hearted flash of teeth. “I’ve got it, thank you. And my name is Cassie. Cassie Whitaker. And no, I’m not telling you my middle name.”

			The well-rehearsed intransigence in her tone coaxed a bark of laughter from him. “No?”

			“She won’t even tell us,” Jilly said in a confidential tone. “It’s a big secret.”

			“It’s ridiculous and I hate it,” Cassie said, shaking her hair away from her face. “Come on, girls. We can meet the doggies later. I don’t want Aunt Vera to come looking for us.”

			At the mention of the name, the puzzle pieces snapped into place. “Aunt Vera? Oh! Vera from the diner. You’re Millard’s niece,” he said. “I thought I’d seen you somewhere. You’ve been helping out at the diner, right?”

			“Technically, Vera’s niece, but yes, I’ve been trying to help out here and there.” The screech of a public address system coming to life yanked their attention to the tent, and worry puckered her brow. “I have to get this over there.”

			“You heard the lady, Winnie. Stop distracting these pretty girls.”

			He watched as Cassie Whitaker strode ahead, her gaze fixed on the crowd wandering in from all directions. Brook hurried after her mother, but Jilly appeared reluctant to leave Winnie’s side. The stubborn set of her mouth spoke volumes about the rebellions she’d launch in the future, but for now, he wasn’t willing to get tangled in one. He liked his life easy and uncomplicated, and a pretty woman with two precocious children were three complications too many.

			“Go on now,” he urged his new friend. “You get us in trouble with your mama, she’ll never let Winnie run with the likes of you.”

			She must have enjoyed the notion of getting a grown man in trouble because she aimed her sunbeam grin at him again. “You think Winnie will let me run with her?”

			“Definitely. You get on with your mama. Find us after dinner. I hear Miss Emma has a special obstacle course set up. That’s where we’ll be.”

			With a soft “Yay!” she gave Winnie a pat goodbye, then skipped ahead to catch her mother and sister.

			Brady forced himself to tear his gaze from Cassie Whitaker’s long, tanned legs, but it wasn’t easy. The white denim shorts were more flattering than the T-shirt and jeans she covered with an apron when working at Millard’s Diner.

			Once they disappeared into the shadows of the tent, he steered Winnie toward the far end where he saw a few of his colleagues and Winnie’s fellow DCA alums congregated. At his approach, his best friend, Dillon, raised his can of beer in salute.

			“You came,” Dillon said, gruff but sounding pleased.

			Brady felt a blush prickle his cheeks but hoped his beard masked it. He wasn’t a fan of the spotlight, no matter how small the circle. He rarely attended these town shindigs, mainly because he wasn’t particularly adept at small talk, and so it was hard to imagine anyone would have missed his absence on this occasion.

			“I did. The boss insisted,” he added, nodding to the dog at his side. Winnie and Dillon’s dog, Bentley, a spirited Australian shepherd mix, exchanged sniffs in greeting.

			“Do you good to get out. Mix and mingle a bit.” Dillon gestured to Brady’s face, then rubbed his own cheek. “Starting to look gristly in your off-hours.”

			“And since these are my off-hours, I don’t need any commentary from you,” Brady retorted.

			“Saw you walking with Cassie from the diner,” Dillon said. “Cute girls.”

			The switch in subjects was so abrupt, Brady gave his head a shake to settle the pieces into place. “Oh yeah. I didn’t recognize her at first.”

			Dillon smirked. “Because you hardly look up from your plate whenever we’re in there. You really need to learn how to cook for yourself.”

			“I can cook,” Brady argued. “But I don’t see the point in making a mess when it’s only me. I have better things to do.”

			“Speaking of your to-do list, do you still need a hand tomorrow?” his best friend asked.

			“Yeah, if you don’t mind,” Brady confirmed. He was starting to frame the interior walls on the house he was building, and though he’d devised an elaborate system of clamping and positioning lumber by himself, the task went much faster when there was a second pair of hands on the job.

			“No problem, but I only accept cash, credit or pizza and beer. No personal checks.”

			“Pizza and beer it is,” Brady confirmed.

			The words had barely left his mouth when Barbara Macy, the woman who kept all the balls in the air for the Daniels Canine Academy, stepped to the mic. There was a sharp burst of static, then the piercing screech of feedback as she removed the microphone from its holder. The crowd let out a collective groan, and at his side, Winnie concurred with a soft keening sound.

			Barbara spoke into the mic. “I keep telling Emma a live mic is better than a dog whistle, but I still can’t get her to karaoke night at the Bart.”

			Brady chuckled with the rest of the crowd. Bartwell Brewing Company had purchased a karaoke setup complete with flashing lights and two microphones for duets, but few of the town’s residents had been brave enough to jump onto the ministage.

			“Thank you all for coming out,” she said, beaming at the crowd. “Em said she didn’t want a lot of fuss, but I think ten years of hard work, perseverance and excellence are worth celebrating, don’t you?”

			The crowd clapped heartily, and a few whistles, shout-outs and barks punctuated the applause.

			She gestured to the tables overflowing with food and gave her head a rueful shake. “I could’ve sworn the invitation said food would be provided. I hope you all brought some plastic tubs to haul all this home. You know Emma is adamant about not feeding table scraps to the dogs.”

			“I’ll take the leftovers,” Jason Wright, the rookie on the Jasper PD squad and one of Emma’s foster sons, called out. A few other men in the crowd were quick to volunteer their help as well, including chief of police, Doug Walters.

			Ahead of them, Maisy Barton announced, “I brought zipper bags and plastic margarine tubs. A whole box of them!” Then she nudged her teenage granddaughter, who looked like she was hoping the ground would open and swallow her. “See? I told you people would want them.”

			Brady ducked his head and his mouth watered. He’d make sure he was in line for some of those leftovers. He was tired of microwave pizza pastries when he wasn’t eating at the diner.

			“I’ve asked the woman of the hour to say a few words, but in typical Emma fashion, she keeps trying to refuse.”

			Barbara gestured to Emma Daniels, who shook her head in stubborn refusal. Brady cringed inwardly as the assembled crowd called out encouragement, and Emma’s face colored. He felt for the woman he’d come to consider a friend. Mortification was ten times worse when a person was shoved into the limelight.

			Brady thought Emma might actually turn and walk straight out of the tent, but then Tashya Pratt leaned over and spoke directly into her foster mother’s ear. Barbara continued to cajole Emma, although Brady could tell the trainer’s focus had shifted entirely to the pretty young vet tech who’d returned home to work by her side.

			He saw Emma mouth the word Seriously? as her brows reached for the sky.

			Tashya beamed, then waved in their direction, gesturing for someone to join her. Brady saw Jason shouldering his way through the crowd toward the girl he’d loved since they were teenagers, his joyous expression a match for Tashya’s, and now Emma’s.

			“Something’s going on there,” Dillon murmured.

			Brady couldn’t disagree. The crowd grew restless, murmuring to each other as Barbara’s efforts to get Emma to say a few words appeared to be thwarted. But then Emma strode straight toward the PA system.

			Barbara jumped when Emma practically yanked the mic from her hand.

			“Thank you all for coming out,” she said, her words booming through the speaker, her shout amplified enough to make several of the dogs in attendance plant their behinds firmly on the ground.

			Brady chuckled when Winnie’s rear landed on his foot. She clearly didn’t care; her gaze, along with almost everyone else’s, was pinned on the woman who’d been his dog’s first love.

			“Sorry,” Emma said with a grimace. She gestured for Jason and Tashya to join her. “I do appreciate you all coming. I consider you all family, even if some of you only have two legs.” The crowd chuckled, well aware she wasn’t completely joking. “My whole life, you’ve all been so supportive. Of me, of my dogs, of the kids we’ve all tried to help over the years. This party is to celebrate life. Our lives, the lives of the dogs and of those we love.” She glanced over at Tashya, silently asking for her consent, and the younger woman waved eager permission to proceed. “But I’m thrilled to tell you we have something more exciting than an anniversary to celebrate. Today, we get to share in a new beginning. So, lift your glasses and fill your plates. Jason finally put a ring on my girl Tashya’s finger!”

			The younger woman held her left hand high and waggled her fingers, showing off a ring so tiny Brady could barely see it from where he stood.

			Beside him, Dillon groaned. “Engaged? Another one bites the dust.”

			Brady shot his buddy a worried glance, then returned his attention to the woman with the microphone. “To Jason and Tashya.” Emma lifted her glass to toast the engaged couple, and others did the same. “I’m so happy I don’t have to ground either of you for sneaking around anymore.”
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